EIGHTH EDITION 


A Concise History of the 

Middle 


East 



Arthur Goldschmidt Jr. 
Lawrence Davidson 








'"This revision anti update of A Concise History of the Middle East makes it once again the premier 
text for the study of the Middle East* Goldschmidt and Davidsons well-written and solidly argued 
analyses of the most important and crucial developments of Middle East history- and politics from 
the time of Muhammad to the US war against and occupation of Iraq could not be timelier 
Written with verve and clarity, revised chapters ...deal in depth with some of the most important 
developments of Middle East and world history in rhe twentieth and twenty-first centuries—the 
Palestine-Israel conflict, the Islamic revolution in Iran, the rise of Islamic fundamentalism, the US 
war against Iraq, the reasons for terrorism, and Middle Eastern peoples' strivings for democracy. It 
will he a favorite of students and professors alike/' 

—Robert Olson, professor, Middle Hast and Islamic history, University of Kentucky 

14 Both informative and interesting, Davidson and Goldschmidts Concise History challenges 
conventional Western perceptions of the Near East by providing both a rich history and a rich 
understanding of contemporary Near Eastern issues. With its derail and description. Concise 
History is an excellent reference to all students and distinguished scholars alike/' 

—Anthony A. Maalouf, student, West Chester University 

'‘The best single source I have found to introduce undergraduates to the Middle East/' 

—Geraldine Forbes, State University of New York at Oswego 

"An invaluable introduction and a useful reference book for the non sped a list," 

—journal of Palestine Studies 


The eighth edition of Arthur Goldschmidts widely acclaimed text has been extensively revised to 
reflect the latest scholarship and the most recent events in the Middle East. As an introduction to 
the history of this turbulent region from the beginnings of Islam to the present day, the book is 
distinguished by its clear style, broad scope, and balanced treatment. Written for undergraduate 
college students, the text assumes no prior knowledge of Middle Eastern history. It focuses on the 
evolution of Islamic institutions and culture, the influence of the West, the modernization e(Torts 
of Middle Eastern governments, the struggle of various peoples for political independence, the 
course of the Arab-Israeli conflict, the reassert ton of Islamic values and power, the aftermath of the 
Gulf War, and issues surrounding the Palestinian Question. The eighth edition brings new discussion 
to the post-9/1 1 political developments and surveys terrorism in the Middle East, the Iraq War, 
and the Pales tin! an-Israeli conflict. 

ARTHUR GOLDSCHMIDT JR. is professor emeritus of Middle East history ar 
Pennsylvania State University. He is the author of Modem Egypt: Foundation of a Nation-State* 
Second Edition, also from West view. He is the recipient of the Amoco Foundation Award tor 
Outstanding Teaching and the 2000 Middle East Studies Association Mentoring Award. 

I AW R E N C I DAY ID S O N is professor of history at West Chester University. He is rhe author 
of several books including America's Palestine a nd Islamic Fundamentalism. 

Jacket photograph © CORE IS 

’ Westview 

A Member of the IVrseus Book* Group 
www. westviewpress.com 


ISBN 0-6133-4275-^ 

90000 


9t7fl0fl13 ll 34Z/5r 3 







A Concise History 

of the 

Middle East 


EIGHTH EDITION 








A Concise History 

of the 

Middle East 


EIGHTH EDITION 


Arthur Goldschmidt Jr. 
Lawrence Davidson 


A Member of the Perseus Books Group 








All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of America. No part of this publication may be 
reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including 
photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing 
from the publisher. 

Copyright © 2006 by Westview Press, a Member of the Perseus Books Group 

Published in the United States of America by Westview Press, 5500 Central Avenue, Boulder, Colorado 
80301-2877, and in the United Kingdom by Westview Press, 12 Hid’s Copse Road, Cumnor Hill, 
Oxford OX2 9JJ. 

Find us on the world wide web at www.westviewpress.com 

Westview Press books are available at special discounts for bulk purchases in the United States by 
corporations, institutions, and other organizations. For more information, please contact the Special 
Markets Department at the Perseus Books Group, 11 Cambridge Center, Cambridge, MA 02142, or 
call (617) 252-5298, (800) 255-1514 or email special.markets@perseusbooks.com. 

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data 
Goldschmidt, Arthur, 1938- 

A concise history of the Middle East / Arthur Goldschmidt Jr. and Lawrence Davidson. — 8th ed. 
p. cm. 

Includes bibliographical references and index. 

ISBN: 0-8133-4275-9 (pbk.: alk. paper) 

ISBN-13: 978-0-8133-4275-7 1. Middle East—History. I. Davidson, Lawrence, 1945 II. Title. 
DS62.G64 2005 
956—dc22 

2005013309 

The paper used in this publication meets the requirements of the American National Standard for 
Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials Z39.48-1984. 

10 98765432 



To the memory of 
Agnes Inglis O'Neill — 
teacher ; counselor ; friend. 

She taught every subject with a spirit of fun 
and each pupil in a spirit of love. 

And to the memory of 
Henry Blumenthal, 
an inspiring teacher and wise adviser, 
and of Humphry Osmond, 

a modern renaissance man and correspondent extraordinaire. 




List of Illustrations 
Preface to the Eighth Edition 

1 Introduction 

What Is History?, 2 

Then and Now, There and Here, 5 

The Physical Setting, 6 

Some Descriptive Geography, 7 

Conclusion, 10 

2 The Middle East Before Muhammad 

A Minimum of Antiquity, 16 
Persia and Rome, 16 
The Arabs, 21 
Conclusion, 26 

3 The Prophet of Mecca 

Muhammad’s Early Life, 29 
The Emigration (Hijra), 34 
Aisha bint Abi-Bakr, 39 
Assessment, 41 

4 What Is Islam? 

Basic Beliefs, 43 
The Five Pillars of Islam, 46 
Other Duties and Prohibitions, 49 
Conclusion, 50 

5 The Early Arab Conquests 

The Succession Issue, 53 
The Initial Conquests, 55 



Contents 


The Beginnings of Islamic Government, 57 
Dissension in the Umma , 59 
Changes in the Government of Islam, 62 
Mu'awiya ibn-abi-Sufyan, 63 
Conclusion, 69 

The High Caliphate 

Restoration of the Umayyad Order, 72 
The Downfall of the Umayyads, 76 
The Abbasid Caliphate, 77 
Al-Mamun, 83 

The Decline of the Abbasids, 84 
Conclusion, 85 

Shi’is and Turks, Crusaders and Mongols 

Shfi Islam in Power, 88 
The Turks, 94 
The Crusades, 98 
The Mongol Invasion, 101 
Hulegu Khan, 103 
Conclusion, 105 

Islamic Civilization 

The Rules and Laws of Islam, 108 

Development of Jurisprudence, 108 

Islamic Society, 114 

Importance of Family Life, 116 

Intellectual Life, 119 

Theology, 123 

Ahmad ibn Hanbal, 125 

Conclusion, 126 

Firearms, Slaves, and Empires 
The Mamluks, 130 
The Mongol Il-Khanids, 134 
Gunpowder Technology, 137 
The Ottoman Empire, 138 
Orhan, 142 

Persia Under the Safavids, 152 
Conclusion, 155 

European Interests and Imperialism 

Ottoman Weakness, 157 



Contents 


ix 


♦ 


The European Powers and the Eastern Question, 159 
The Koprulu Family of Viziers, 160 
Conclusion, 167 

11 Westernizing Reform in the Nineteenth Century 169 

Egypt, 170 

Westernization of the Ottoman Empire, 175 
Mustafa Reshid Pasha, 179 
Persia Under the Qajars, 180 
Some Afterthoughts, 182 

12 The Rise of Nationalism 185 

Egyptian Nationalism, 187 
Ahmad Urabi, 192 

Ottomanism, Pan-Islam, and Turkism, 195 
Nationalism in Persia, 198 
Conclusion, 201 

13 The Roots of Arab Bitterness 203 

Arab Nationalism, 203 

World War I, 209 

Faysal ibn al Husayn, 214 

The Postwar Peace Settlement, 216 

Conclusion and Summary, 220 

14 Modernizing Rulers in the Independent States 223 

Turkey: Phoenix from the Ashes, 224 
Mustafa Kemal Ataturk, 233 
From Persia to Iran, 235 
The Rise of Saudi Arabia, 242 
Conclusion, 248 

15 Egypt's Struggle for Independence 251 

Britain’s Role in Egypt, 251 
King Faruq, 261 
The Egyptian Revolution, 263 
A Strange Ending, 267 

16 The Contest for Palestine 269 

Origins, 269 
Prefatory Remarks, 271 
The Beginnings of Political Zionism, 273 
Britain and the Palestine Problem, 277 



X 


Contents 


Amin al-Husayni, 282 
Conclusion, 290 

17 Israeli Rebirth and the Rise of Arab Nationalism 291 

Israels War for Independence, 292 

The Wars Aftermath, 295 

The Arab Countries, 298 

Israels Early Years, 306 

David Ben-Gurion, 309 

Middle Eastern Oil, 311 

The Great Powers and the Arab World, 312 

Conclusion, 325 

18 War and the Quest for Peace 329 

The June 1967 War, 330 
The Palestinians as a Political Force, 335 
Abortive Peace Efforts, 337 
Political Changes: 1967-1970, 339 
Danger Signs in the Middle East, 344 
The October (Yom Kippur) War, 349 
The Wars Aftermath, 352 
Anwar al-Sadat, 357 

Lebanon: The Arena for a New Arab Struggle, 358 
The Road to Camp David, 361 
Conclusion, 365 

19 The Reassertion of Islamic Power 367 

Prefatory Remarks on Islam and Politics, 369 

The Iranian Revolution, 370 

Sayyid Ruhollah Musaui Khomeini, 375 

The Struggle for Persian Gulf Supremacy, 379 

The Retreat from Camp David, 384 

Western Policy Formation and Islamic Polity, 394 

20 The Gulf War and the Peace Process 397 

The Gulf Crisis, 398 
Operation Desert Storm, 404 
Palestinians and the Peace Process, 406 
Yasir Arafat, 412 
Whither Islam?, 416 

21 The War on Terrorism 419 

The Present in Historical Perspective, 420 



Contents ❖ xi 


Survey of Terrorism, 421 
Osama bin Laden, 431 
The Iraq War, 432 

The Contest for Palestine (Redux), 438 
A Parting Message, 446 


Chronology 

449 

Glossary 

467 

Bibliographic Essay 

499 

Appendix 

529 

Index 

533 




Illustrations 


Maps 

1.1 Physical features of the Middle East 12-13 

2.1 Byzantine and Sasanid empires circa 600 22 

6.1 The Abbasid caliphate circa 800 79 

7.1 The Fatimids and the Seljuks circa 1090 92 

9.1 The Mamluks and the Il-Khanids circa 1300 133 

9.2 The Ottoman Empire in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 145 

13.1 The Sykes-Picot Agreement, 1916 215 

13.2 The Middle Eastern mandates, 1922 219 

16.1 The United Nations partition plan for Palestine, 1947 288 

18.1 Israel and the occupied territories, 1967-1973 333 

18.2 The territorial situation at the end of the October 1973 war 353 

19.1 The Persian Gulf area 380 

21.1 Iraq 436 

21.2 The separation wall 442 

21.3 The Middle East, 2005 447 

Figures 

5.1 The Hashimite clan, showing Shi'i imams 68 

9.1 The sultans of the Ottoman Empire 139 

Tables 

A.l Basic Statistics for Middle Eastern Countries 530 

A.2 How Many Palestinians? 532 

xiii 




Preface to the 
Eighth Edition 


This textbook has now come to be called “classic ” and its original author 
has retired from teaching, so Lawrence Davidson, Professor of History at 
West Chester University, has now joined Arthur Goldschmidt in writing 
its latest edition. This work should be titled “A Decreasingly Concise His¬ 
tory of the Middle East” because of the mounting pace of events and 
changes that are taking place in the area, but we have pruned our account 
as often as we could. 

The events of 11 September 2001, and the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq 
have heightened American awareness of the Middle East more than ever 
before. Subsequently, US troops have been sent to fight in this region, with 
unpredictable results. Under these circumstances, teachers and students 
need a book that reflects current scholarship, does not hide its ideas behind 
a pseudoscholarly style addressed to pedants, and does not reinforce politi¬ 
cal or ethnic biases. Students—and members of the wider English-speaking 
public—deserve clear explanations of the Arab-Israeli conflict, the Middle 
East s role in the energy crisis, the Islamic resurgence, and the war in Iraq. 
The book has gone through seven previous editions and, despite the ap¬ 
pearance of other general histories, has become ever more widely used in 
universities. 

More and more scholars, both Middle Eastern and Western, are enlarg¬ 
ing what we know about the history of the area. We can—and we must— 
share their findings with university students, both to arouse their interest 
in the Middle East and to make them more aware of themselves by expo¬ 
sure to other lifestyles, other areas, and other eras. Teachers and textbooks 
cannot free themselves from bias, but both authors want to make sure that 
our students see more than one side of the burning issues of the present 
and the past. Let us also reveal what we know to the wider public. Many 


XV 
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people—not only students—care about what is going on now in the Mid¬ 
dle East and how things came to be that way. 

Any work of art or scholarship follows conventions. When writing a 
book that introduces a recondite subject to students and general readers, its 
authors must tell the audience what these conventions will be. The English 
system of weights and measures is giving way to the metric system; this 
book uses both. Prices expressed in non-American currencies, ancient or 
modern, are given in 2005 US dollar equivalents. All dates are based on the 
Gregorian calendar. But let no one forget that Muslims follow a twelve- 
month lunar calendar dated from the year in which Muhammad and his 
associates moved from Mecca to Medina. Quite naturally, they use this cal¬ 
endar when they teach or learn Islamic history. Conversion between the 
two systems is cumbersome and prone to error. When dates appear in 
parentheses following a ruler’s name, they refer to the span of his or her 
reign. Personal names in languages using the Arabic script are transliter¬ 
ated according to International Journal of Middle East Studies system, mi¬ 
nus the diacritics, except for a few persons and places mentioned often in 
the press. The same applies to a few technical terms that cannot be trans¬ 
lated simply and accurately into English. 

Our wives, Louise Goldschmidt and Janet Amighi, deserve special ac¬ 
knowledgment for their encouragement, patience, advice, and love. We re¬ 
main accountable for all errors of fact or interpretation. We welcome, as 
always, readers’ comments and advice. The Internet and the word processor 
facilitate the book’s revision. When we can reach one another through cy¬ 
berspace, textbook writing at last resembles letter writing, which comes 
close to what this textbook was at its genesis, a series of personal letters ad¬ 
dressed to a hypothetical student. If you wish to reach us by computer, 
Arthur Goldschmidt’s email address is axg2@psu.edu and Lawrence David¬ 
son’s is ldavidson@wcupa.edu. 

The work of a great teacher never perishes, hence Arthur Goldschmidt’s 
original dedication of this book to an elementary school teacher and prin¬ 
cipal whose knowledge, ideas, and enthusiasm live on in thousands of her 
former pupils, now joined by Lawrence Davidson’s dedication to Henry 
Blumenthal and Humphry Osmond, about whom he writes: “Both men 
were elegant humanizers and I am much the better teacher, scholar, and 
human being for knowing them.” 

We have also enjoyed working together, even when we could only agree 
to disagree. 


Arthur Goldschmidt Jr. 


Lawrence Davidson 



ONE 


Introduction 


In this book we introduce the Middle East to students and other readers 
who have never been exposed to the area. It is tragic that for most Ameri¬ 
cans this exposure came with the attacks of 11 September 2001. Although 
many citizens were and are unaware of the fact, the US government was 
deeply involved in Middle Eastern affairs long before this date, and these 
activities will be detailed in this book. For now, remember that historical 
events grow out of often complex contexts. If Americans are to act ratio¬ 
nally and effectively to minimize the possibility of similar attacks in the 
future, they must pay attention to and understand clearly the contexts out 
of which such events emerge. We hope that this volume will help you to 
do just that. Middle East is a rather imprecise term describing a geograph¬ 
ical area that extends from Egypt to Afghanistan, or the cultural region in 
which Islam arose and developed. We plan to make the term clearer in this 
chapter. First, let us tell you why we think history is the discipline best 
suited for your introduction to the area. After all, you might look at the 
Middle East through its systems for allocating power and values, using 
the discipline of political science. An economist would focus on the ways 
in which its inhabitants organize themselves to satisfy their material 
needs. A student of comparative religions would examine their systems of 
belief and worship. A geographer would study the interaction between the 
people and their physical surroundings. Sociologists and cultural anthro¬ 
pologists would analyze the institutions and group behavior of the various 
peoples who constitute the Middle East. You could also view its various 
cultures through its languages, literature, architecture, art, folklore, and 
even its cuisine. 
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1 Introduction 


What Is History? 

Why history? Some of you may have picked up a rather dismal picture of 
history from school or books. History is supposed to be the study of events 
that took place in the past. These events have been carefully gathered to¬ 
gether, checked for accuracy, and written down in chronological order by 
historians, a strange breed of antiquarians who shamble between dusty li¬ 
braries and musty archives. History teachers pass these accounts along to 
young people by means of textbooks and lectures. They are organized ac¬ 
cording to the reigns of rulers or the life spans of nation-states, divided into 
manageable chunks of time. Students memorize this “history”—as little 
as they can get away with—in the form of facts, names, and dates. Only 
an occasional concept, casually communicated and dimly grasped, adds 
some seasoning to the stew. A kind teacher may tell a class just to learn the 
“trends.” These are interpreted by the students to mean vague statements 
unsupported by evidence from the unheeded lectures or the unread text¬ 
book. History, in this all-too-common conception, is a dreary bore, a dead 
subject suited only to cranks, to antique-lovers, or perhaps to a few students 
seeking bits of small talk with which to impress their peers. It is not useful. 
It will not get them jobs. It cannot predict what will happen in the future. 
History does not repeat itself, even if historians repeat other historians. 

But let us respond. We do have some better ideas of what history is, how 
it should be studied and taught, and why we should bother to learn it. 
Some of our ideas may seem obvious if you have already taken several col¬ 
lege or university courses in history. Or you may already be an avid reader 
of history books. Our ideas may change in the years to come. In time, you 
may want to set us straight. But first let us say what we think about this 
subject and how it relates to your introduction to the Middle East. 

History belongs to all of us. Whenever you talk about something that 
happened to yourself, your friends, your community, or your country, you 
are relating history through events that occurred in the past. Everyone 
does this at least some of the time. History has no technical vocabulary, 
except what is needed to describe a particular time or place, society or cul¬ 
ture. It can cover politics, economics, lifestyles, beliefs, works of literature 
or art, cities or rural areas, incidents you remember, stories older people 
told you, or subjects you can only read about. Broadly speaking, every¬ 
thing that has ever happened up to the moment you read these lines is his¬ 
tory, or the study of the past. 

As an academic discipline, though, history mainly examines those as¬ 
pects of the past that have been written down or passed on by word of 
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mouth. Historians cannot write or teach about an event that was never 
recorded. The unrecorded event might be trivial: What did Columbus 
have for breakfast on 12 October 1492? Or it might be a big question: 
When Muhammad was dying on 8 June 632, whom did he want as his suc¬ 
cessor? Historians do not treat all recorded events as being equally impor¬ 
tant, any more than you would if you were calling home just after you had 
arrived at a new place. They evaluate past events, stressing some while 
downgrading or even omitting others. What historians think is worth 
mentioning can also change over time or vary from place to place. We will 
look at this historiographical dimension later. 

How do historians pick the events they mention or stress? Often, they 
base their choices on the degree to which those events affected what later 
happened. Just as chemistry goes beyond spotting the elements on the 
periodic table, history deals with more than just isolated happenings. His¬ 
torians look at cause-and-effect relationships. The Pilgrims sailed to Ply¬ 
mouth in 1620 because they wanted to worship God in their own way. 
Russian intellectuals, workers, and peasants hated the autocratic (and in¬ 
efficient) rule of Czar Nicholas II; therefore , they plotted and rebelled until 
they overthrew him in 1917. We ask not only what events occurred but 
also why. 

Did the institution of slavery cause the Civil War? Did Roosevelt's New 
Deal end the Great Depression? Was the creation of Israel in 1948 the re¬ 
sult of Hitler’s attempt to destroy the Jews of Europe during World War II? 
When we study cause-and-effect relationships, we are studying processes. 
What makes individuals or groups act, react, make decisions, or refrain 
from acting? The answers usually depend on the time and the place. We 
may have our own ideas about what forces motivate human actions. 
We will share them as the story unfolds and in our final chapter. As we 
study more recent events, we may think we know more about the people's 
motives; but our own feelings may color our views. We may also have to 
do without some of the sources we need, such as memoirs and govern¬ 
ment documents, which are often closed for at least a generation to pro¬ 
tect people's careers and reputations. 

There is another dimension to history, one we tend to overlook even 
though it colors our thinking. What makes our society or civilization, 
country or culture, different from others existing at the same time? How 
does American life in the twenty-first century differ from what it was in 
the nineteenth? To word the question another way, do different cultures 
in our modern age have qualities in common, making the contemporary 
US and Egypt similar to each other now and different from what both 
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were like a century ago? Do the English have certain traits that span dif¬ 
ferences of time or region, such that an English person of 1800 and one of 
today are more like each other than either is like, say, Iranians of the corre¬ 
sponding dates? Historians often make such comparisons. 

Now let us raise still another issue. What are the most meaningful units 
of historical study? The West has a strong tradition of studying national 
history—that of the US, Britain, France, Russia, or, for that matter, China 
or Japan. In other parts of the world, including the Middle East, political 
boundaries have changed so often that nation-states have not existed until 
recently, let alone served as meaningful units of historical study. In the Is¬ 
lamic and Middle Eastern tradition, historical studies tend to center on 
dynasties (ruling families), whose time spans and territories vary widely. 
The Ottoman Empire, for example, was a large state made up of Turks, 
Arabs, Greeks, and many other ethnic groups. Its rulers, called sultans, all 
belonged to a family descended from a Turkish warrior named Osman. It 
was not a nation but a dynastic state—one that lasted a long time and af¬ 
fected many other peoples. But Middle East historians are now devising a 
system of periodization that is less political and more closely related to 
changes in people s economic and social life. This book straddles the issue. 
Sometimes we use the old dynastic divisions of time and space; for the 
modern period, we may use a country-by-country approach, making ma¬ 
jor wars and crises the points of division. At other times we examine the 
history topically, in terms of “Islamic civilization” or “westernizing re¬ 
form.” As professional historians learn more about the Middle East, our 
writing becomes more systematic and sophisticated. 

From what we now know about Middle East history, we believe that our 
most meaningful unit of study is not the dynasty or the nation-state but 
the civilization. Although the term civilization is easier to describe than to 
define, this book, especially in its earlier chapters, focuses on an interlock¬ 
ing complex of rulers and subjects, governments and laws, arts and letters, 
cultures and customs, cities and villages—in short, on a civilization that 
has prevailed in most of western Asia and northern Africa since the sev¬ 
enth century, all tied together by the religion of Islam. You will see how Is¬ 
lamic beliefs and practices produced institutions for all aspects of Middle 
Eastern life. Then you will learn how Muslim patterns of belief and action 
were jarred by the impact of the West. You will look at some of the ways in 
which the peoples of the Middle East have coped with Western domina¬ 
tion, accepting the best but rejecting the rest of European and US culture. 
You will also see how they have won back their political independence and 
started to regain their autonomy as a civilization. We believe this to be the 
best way to get started on studying the Middle East. 
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Then and Now, There and Here 

But why, you may ask, should anyone want to study the Middle East, let 
alone the history of Islamic civilization? We argue that studying any sub¬ 
ject, from philosophy to physics, is potentially an adventure of the mind. 
Islamic history is a subject worth learning for its own sake. Confronted by 
distances of time and space, and by differences of thought patterns and 
lifestyles, we learn more about ourselves—about our era, area, beliefs, and 
customs. Islam is somewhat like Christianity and Judaism, but not entirely 
so. The peoples of the Middle East (like those of the West) are partial heirs 
to the Greeks and the Romans. To a greater degree, however, they are di¬ 
rect successors of the still earlier civilizations of Egypt, Mesopotamia, Per¬ 
sia, and other lands of the ancient Middle East. As a result, they have 
evolved in ways quite different from ours. They are rather like our cousins, 
neither siblings nor strangers to us. 

In another sense, our culture is their debtor. Our religious beliefs and 
observances are derived from those of the Hebrews, Mesopotamians, 
Egyptians, Persians, and Greeks who lived in the Middle East before Islam. 
Moreover, many Westerners do not know what they have learned from 
Islamic culture. Some of the technical aspects of cultural transmission, 
especially in philosophy, mathematics, and science, we will save for later. 
For now, a glance at the background of some everyday English words 
backs up our point. 

Let us start with what is closest to ourselves, our clothes. The names of 
several things we are apt to wear have Middle Eastern backgrounds: cotton 
(from the Arabic qutn ), pajamas and sandals (both words taken from Per¬ 
sian), and obviously caftans and turbans. Muslin cloth once came from 
Mosul (a city in Iraq) and damask from Damascus. The striped cat we call 
tabby got its name from a type of cloth called Attabi, once woven in a sec¬ 
tion of Baghdad having that name. Some Arabs claim that the game of 
tennis took its name from a medieval Egyptian town, Tinnis, where cotton 
cloth (used then to cover the balls) was woven. Are we stretching the 
point? Well, the name for the implement with which you play the game, 
your racquet, goes back to an Arabic word meaning “palm of the hand.” 
Backgammon, chess, polo, and playing cards came to the West from the 
Middle East. The rook in chess comes from the Persian rukh (castle) and 
checkmate from shah mat (the king is dead). As for household furnishings, 
we have taken divan , sofa , mattress , and of course afghan and ottoman 
from the Middle East. 

You may already know the Middle Eastern origin of such foods as shish 
kebab, yogurt, tabbouleh, hummus, and pita. Some of our other terms for 
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eatables have been naturalized over longer periods: apricot, artichoke, gin¬ 
ger, lemon, lime, orange, saffron, sugar, and tangerine. Hashish is an Arabic 
word denoting, in addition to cannabis, weeds and grass, depending on 
the context. Both sherbet and syrup come from the Arabic word for drink. 
Muslims may not use intoxicating liquor, but the very word alcohol comes 
from Arabic. So do words for other familiar beverages: coffee, soda (de¬ 
rived from the word for headache, which the Arabs treated with a plant 
containing soda), and julep (from the Persian word for rosewater). 

Indeed, many words used in the sciences, such as alembic, azimuth, and 
nadir, are Arabic. In mathematics algebra can be traced to al-jabr (boneset¬ 
ting) and algorithm to a ninth-century mathematician surnamed al- 
Khwarizmi. The word guitar goes back, via Spain, to the Arabs’ qitar. Other 
Middle Eastern instruments include the lute, tambourine, and zither. Mask 
and mascara both derive from an Arabic word meaning “fool.” Let some 
miscellaneous words round out the digression: alcove (from al-qubba, a 
domed area), admiral, arsenal, magazine (in the sense of a storehouse), talc, 
tariff (from al-ta’rifah, a list of prices), and almanac (from al-manakh, 
meaning “weather”). Middle East history gives us some background to 
what we have, what we do, and what we are. 

Getting back to more practical matters, we must look to the recent his¬ 
tory of the Middle East to explain what is happening there now. This area 
gets more than its share of the news: Arab-Israeli wars (or possibly peace), 
assassinations, oil, Iran’s revolution, terrorism, the Gulf War, and the US 
occupation of Iraq. Current events in the Middle East affect us as individu¬ 
als, as members of religious or ethnic groups, and as citizens of our coun¬ 
tries. Can history give us clues as to how we should respond? We think so. 
This book relates past events to current ones. As historians, we care about 
what happened, how it happened, and why it happened. But all of us, who 
live in this world want to know what these happenings mean for ourselves, 
here and now. 

As this caravan (originally a Persian word) of Middle East history starts 
off, we wish you rihlah sa’idah, nasi'ah tovah, safar be-khayr (and may you 
have a fruitful intellectual journey). 


The Physical Setting 

Before we discuss anything about its history, we must settle on a definition 
of the Middle East. Even though historians and journalists throw the term 
around, not everyone agrees on what it means. It makes little sense geo¬ 
graphically. No point on the globe is more “middle” than any other. What 



Some Descriptive Geography ♦> 7 


is “east” for France and Italy is “west” for India and China. Logically, we 
could say “Southwest Asia,” but would that not leave out Egypt and Euro¬ 
pean Turkey? Our conventional view of the “Old World” as having three 
continents—Europe, Asia, and Africa—breaks down once we consider 
their physical and cultural geography. Do Asia and Africa divide at the 
Suez Canal, at the border between Egypt and Israel, or somewhere east of 
Sinai? What differences are there between peoples living east and west 
of the Ural Mountains or the Bosporus? For us humans, continents are 
not really logical either. 

So let us define a “Middle East” that the press, radio, and television have 
made familiar to us. Its geographical limits may be disputed, but this book 
will treat the Middle East as running from the Nile Valley to the Muslim 
lands of Central Asia (roughly, the valley of the Amu Darya, or Oxus, 
River), from southeast Europe to the Arabian Sea. We may stretch or shrink 
the area when discussing a given historical period in which political reali¬ 
ties may have altered the conventional outline. After all, the lands south and 
east of the Mediterranean were the East to our cultural forebears, until they 
went on to India and China, whereupon the Muslim lands became the 
Near East. World War II made it the Middle East, and so it has remained, 
despite UN efforts to rename it “West Asia ” For navigation and aviation, 
peacetime commerce and wartime strategy, and journalism and politics, 
the area is in the middle, flanked by centers of population and power. 


Some Descriptive Geography 

History waits upon geography. Before you can have a play, there must be a 
stage. Perhaps we should spend a lot of time on topography and climate, 
flora and fauna, and other aspects of descriptive geography. Some text¬ 
books do, but they may remind you of the bad old way of teaching geogra¬ 
phy by making schoolchildren memorize the names of mountains, rivers, 
capitals, and principal products of countries. Let us stick to the few essen¬ 
tial points that you need to master before starting your study of Middle 
East history. We can add the details later. 


Climate 

The Middle East tends to be hot and dry. Most parts get some rainfall, but 
usually in amounts too small or too irregular to support settled agricul¬ 
ture. Yet the world’s oldest farming villages have been unearthed in the 
highlands of Anatolia (Asiatic Turkey), Persia, and Palestine. Others have 
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been found in the western Sahara. What happened? It seems that as the 
polar ice caps (from the last, great Ice Age) retreated some 10,000 years 
ago, rainfall diminished in North Africa and Southwest Asia. Hunting and 
food-gathering peoples, living in lands that could once have been like the 
Garden of Eden, had to learn how to control their sources of sustenance. 
Rain-watered areas became farther and farther apart. Some peoples 
moved into the marshy valleys of the great rivers: the Nile, the Tigris, and 
the Euphrates. By 3500 B.c.E. (“before the common era,” that is, the equiv¬ 
alent of B.c.) or so, they had learned how to tame the annual floods to wa¬ 
ter their fields. Other peoples became nomads; they learned how to move 
up and down mountains or among desert oases to find forage for their 
sheep, goats, asses, and eventually camels and horses. 

The sedentary farmers who tamed the rivers needed governments to or¬ 
ganize the building of dams, dikes, and canals for large-scale irrigation 
that would regulate the distribution of the floodwaters. They also needed 
protection from wandering animal herders. The latter group, the nomads, 
sometimes helped the settled peoples as soldiers, merchants, and purvey¬ 
ors of meat and other animal products. But at times they also became the 
bane of the farmers and their governors when they pillaged the farms and 
sacked the cities. Herders and farmers often fought, like Cain and Abel, 
and yet they also needed each other. In arid lands characterized by long 
hot summers and cold winter nights, both groups had to coexist in order 
to survive. 


Location 

The Middle East is the natural crossroads of the Afro-Eurasian landmass. It 
is also the “land of the seven seas.” It lies athwart the water route from 
southern Ukraine to the Mediterranean, via the Black Sea, the Bosporus, 
the Sea of Marmara, the Dardanelles, and the Aegean Sea. In various eras 
an area between the Nile Delta and the Sinai Peninsula has been adapted to 
facilitate shipping between the Mediterranean and the Red Sea. Ever since 
the taming of the one-humped camel around 3000 bce, men and women 
have crossed the deserts with their merchandise, flocks, and household 
goods. Even the high mountains of Anatolia and Persia did not bar passage 
to people with horses, donkeys, or two-humped camels. Invaders and 
traders have entered the Middle East from Central Asia, Europe, and Africa 
since prehistoric times. Rarely in the past 4,000 years have Middle Eastern 
peoples known any respite from outside pressures or influences. 

Consider what this accessibility means for the Middle East, compared 
with some other parts of the world. Chinese civilization developed in rela- 
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tive isolation; invading “barbarians” were first tamed and then absorbed 
into Chinas political system. British subjects lived for centuries in what 
they smugly called “splendid isolation” and viewed foreign affairs as “some¬ 
thing, usually unpleasant, that happens to someone else ” The US long saw 
itself separate from the outside world. As Americans, who may at times 
question the political attitudes and actions of Middle Eastern peoples, let 
us ask ourselves these questions: When did we last fight a war on US soil? 
When did we last experience a foreign military occupation? Middle East¬ 
erners have, by contrast, known conquest, outside domination, and a con¬ 
tinuing exchange of people and animals (but also of goods and ideas) with 
both the East and the West throughout their history. 


Natural Resources 

Nature did not endow the Middle East as lavishly as North America or Eu¬ 
rope. There are no more grassy plains. Nearly all the forests have been cut 
down. Partly as a result of deforestation, drinkable water is scarce almost 
everywhere and has become so precious that wars have been fought over 
it. Some coal and lignite are mined in Anatolia. A few mountainous areas 
harbor deposits of copper, iron, and other metals; in many instances they 
have been worked since ancient times. These resources are meager. More 
plentiful are sand and limestone, other building materials, and sunlight (a 
blessing if solar energy becomes the main source of power). 

But what about oil? It is true that some areas, especially those around the 
Persian Gulf, have huge petroleum deposits, more than half of the world s 
known reserves. Oil has magnified the Middle East s importance. Its bless¬ 
ings, though, are showered on but few countries, mainly Saudi Arabia, Iran, 
Kuwait, Iraq, and the United Arab Emirates. Exploitation of Middle Eastern 
oil did not start until the twentieth century; it assumed large-scale propor¬ 
tions only after 1945. For most of history, crude petroleum was a medicine, 
a pitch for caulking riverboats, or the cause of mysterious fires that were ob¬ 
jects of religious veneration, but not the source of wealth and power that it 
has now become. And who knows how long it will last? 


Human Diversity 

The Middle East s geography has contributed to the diversity of its inhabi¬ 
tants. On the one hand, varied landscapes—mountains and plains, river 
valleys and deserts—require differing lifestyles. Relatively inaccessible 
mountains, further isolated in winter and spring by fast-flowing streams, 
have shielded religious and ethnic minorities in such countries as Lebanon, 



10 ❖ 1 Introduction 

Yemen, and Iran. On the other hand, frequent invasions have brought 
new races and folkways into the Middle East. The result is a vast mosaic of 
peoples, a living museum of physical types, belief systems, languages, and 
cultures. 

This diversity may not always show up on statistical tables, such as the 
one at the end of this book. Even when it does, remember that the religion 
of nine-tenths of the people in the Middle East is Islam. Half the popula¬ 
tion of the area speaks Arabic; most of the other half speaks either Turkish 
or Persian. The mosaic of separate religious and ethnic groups has started 
to crumble. General primary schooling, Walkman personal stereos and 
CD players, satellite television, DVDs, and mobile telephones are spread¬ 
ing a universal culture, mostly among the young. Oil revenues, the prolif¬ 
eration of factories, and the growth of cities have also made the people 
seem more alike. 

But cultural and religious differences persist and promote conflicts. 
Lebanon’s civil wars were partly due to the feeling of many Muslims that 
they have not enjoyed equal power and prestige with the Christians, who 
claim to be the majority in the country. Syria’s current elite comes dispro¬ 
portionately from a minority sect, the Alawis, who used the army officer 
corps to rise to power in a society otherwise dominated by Sunni Muslims. 
Christian Arabs, especially the Greek Orthodox who make up less than 5 
percent of Syria’s population and 10 percent of Lebanon’s, outstripped the 
Muslims in promoting the early spread of Arab nationalism in those coun¬ 
tries. Iraq’s politics are bedeviled by differences between Sunni and Shi’i 
Muslim Arabs, both of whom have resisted attempts by the Kurds (about a 
fifth of the country’s population), often encouraged by Israel and the US, 
to form a separate state. Israel, though mainly Jewish, has a million Arabs 
living within its pre-1967 borders and has been ruling more than 3.5 mil¬ 
lion additional Arab Muslims and Christians in lands it has controlled 
since the June 1967 war. Israel’s Jews are divided between those of Euro¬ 
pean origin, called Ashkenazim, and those who came from Asian or Afri¬ 
can countries, called Mizrachim or Orientals. You may now be confused by 
these sectarian and ethnic differences, but we cover them in more detail 
later in the book. If you cannot wait to have these terms defined, look for 
them in the Glossary. 


Conclusion 


The interaction between human beings and their physical surroundings is 
a fascinating subject, more so than most students realize. As you read 
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through the historical narrative, do not be put off by the names of deserts 
and mountains, rivers and seas. Think of the challenges they have posed to 
humanity and the stratagems by which Middle Eastern peoples have over¬ 
come them. Once we get into their history, you will have little trouble ab¬ 
sorbing the geographic data, as nomadic tribes confront farming villages, 
as urban centers absorb invading soldiers, or as oil discoveries shower sud¬ 
den benefits on desert areas. History is not limited to shaykhs and shahs or 
to presidents and politicians; it is also the story of traders and teachers, ar¬ 
tisans and farmers, herders of goats, and warriors on horseback. In the 
chapters that follow, you will see how they used the mountains, plains, and 
valleys that appear on Map 1.1 and how they filled the Middle East with 
cities, dynastic kingdoms, and contending nation-states. 
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TWO 


The Middle East 
Before Muhammad 


When does the history of the Middle East start? At what point should this 
supposedly concise history begin? Every profession has its unique hazards. 
For historians, it is the urge to trace causal relationships as far back as pos¬ 
sible. We are trained to see that every event or trend must have come from 
something, which in turn must have been caused by something else. Does 
this quest take us back to Adam, Eve, and the serpent in the Garden of 
Eden? If history can be defined as humanity’s recorded past, then the Mid¬ 
dle East has had more history than any other part of the world. Although 
the human species probably originated in Africa, the main breakthroughs 
to civilization occurred in the Middle East. It is here that most staple food 
crops were initially cultivated, most farm animals first domesticated, and 
the earliest agricultural villages founded. Here, too, arose the world’s oldest 
cities, the first governments, and the earliest religious and legal systems. 
Writing and the preservation of records were Middle Eastern inventions. 
Without them history would be inconceivable. 

Also inconceivable would be a complete coverage of all aspects of Mid¬ 
dle East history in a concise narrative. It is easy to cut out trivia, but we 
hate to omit the whole span of recorded history from the earliest river val¬ 
ley civilizations up to the decline and fall of the Roman Empire. This sub¬ 
ject is by no means trivial, but its omission reduces the time we must cover 
from sixty centuries to fifteen. History courses on Western civilization or 
the ancient world usually drop the Middle East after Rome’s fall. The con¬ 
ventional date of this event is 476 C.E. (“of the common era,” the equiv¬ 
alent of a.d.), but perhaps you know that the center of Roman power 
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and culture had already shifted to the eastern Mediterranean, where it 
would last for almost another millennium. It is just where traditional 
Western civilization courses leave the Middle East that this concise history 
should start. 


A Minimum of Antiquity 

How admirable are the ways in which human beings adapt to seemingly 
adverse conditions: the heat of Libya or the cold of Siberia, the crowds of 
Calcutta or the vast emptiness of the Great Plains, the bureaucratized ano¬ 
nymity of a big university or the insularity of a small college. Note how 
people turn adversity into advantage: The Yankee farmer scrabbles a living 
out of his rocky hillside, the camel nomad finds seasonal water and vegeta¬ 
tion in a barren desert, and the architect designs a handsome structure to 
fit an oddly shaped city block. We see much adaptability in the history of 
the Middle East. 

During the last 10,000 years before the birth of Christ, the peoples of 
the Middle East developed various skills to cope with their challenging en¬ 
vironment. They tamed asses and cattle to bear their burdens and share 
their labors. They built ovens hot enough to fire clay pottery. As the up¬ 
lands grew dry and parched, they learned to harness the great rivers in or¬ 
der to grow more crops. They fashioned tools and weapons of bronze and, 
later, of forged iron. They devised alphabets suitable for sending messages 
and keeping records on tablets of clay or rolls of papyrus. They developed 
cults and rituals, expressing the beliefs that gave meaning to their lives. 
They absorbed Medes and Persians coming from the north and various 
Semitic peoples from Arabia. They submitted to Alexander’s Macedonians 
in the fourth century b.c.e. but soon absorbed them into their own cul¬ 
tures. Finally, in the last century before Christ, the lands east and south of 
the Mediterranean were themselves absorbed into the Roman Empire. 


Persia and Rome 

The two great empires existing at the dawn of the common era, Persia and 
Rome, had taken many pages from the books of their imperial precursors. 
During the period of the Achaemenid dynasty (550-330 b.c.e.), Persia, the 
land that we now call Iran, had ruled over various ethnic and religious 
groups in an area stretching from the Indus to the Nile. The kings and no¬ 
bles followed the religion of Zoroaster, who had lived in the sixth century 



Persia and Rome ♦> 17 


b.c.e. He had taught the existence of a supreme deity, Ahura Mazda (“Wise 
Lord”), creator of the material and spiritual worlds, source of both light and 
darkness, founder of the moral order, lawgiver, and judge of all being. An 
opposing force, Ahriman, was represented by darkness and disorder. Al¬ 
though Zoroaster predicted that Ahura Mazda would ultimately win the 
cosmic struggle, all people were free to choose between Good and Evil, 
Light and Darkness, the Truth and the Lie. The Zoroastrians venerated 
light, using a network of fire temples tended by a large priestly class. Zoro¬ 
astrianism appealed mainly to the high-born Persians, not to commoners 
or to the other peoples under their rule. The Achaemenid kings tolerated 
the diverse beliefs and practices of their subjects as long as they obeyed the 
laws, paid their taxes, and sent their sons to the Persian army. Their empire 
set the pattern followed by most—but not all—of the multicultural dynas¬ 
tic states that have arisen since ancient times. When Alexander the Great 
humbled the Achaemenids and absorbed their empire into his own, he 
hoped to fuse Hellenic (Greek) ways with the culture of the Middle East. 
Many of the ideas, institutions, and administrators of the Egyptians, Syri¬ 
ans, Mesopotamians, and Persians were co-opted into his far-flung but 
short-lived realm. 

Cultural fusion likewise occurred later, when Rome ruled the Middle 
East. By uniting under its rule all the peoples of the Mediterranean world, 
the Roman Empire stimulated trade and the interchange of peoples and 
folkways. Several Middle Eastern religions and mystery cults spread among 
the Romans. Two of these were Mithraism, a cult that had begun in Persia 
and won the backing of many Roman soldiers, and Christianity, originally 
a Jewish sect whose base of support was broadened by Paul and the early 
apostles. Most of the early church fathers lived in Anatolia, Syria, Egypt, 
and North Africa. These areas—later Islams heartland—saw the earliest 
development of most Christian doctrines and institutions. By the late third 
century, Christianity (still officially banned by the Roman Empire) actually 
prevailed in the eastern Mediterranean. Its appeal, relative to rival religions, 
may have been due to its success in borrowing the attractive aspects of ear¬ 
lier faiths. For instance, the Egyptian people could identify the risen Christ 
with Osiris, one of their ancient gods. 

When Rome’s emperor Constantine (r. 313-337) became a Christian, he 
redirected the course of history, both Middle Eastern and Western. Rome 
now became a Christian empire. The emperor ordered the construction of 
a new capital, strategically situated on the straits linking the Black Sea to 
the Aegean. He called it Constantinople after himself. Its older name, 
Byzantium, survives in the parlance of historians who call his “new” state 
the Byzantine Empire. Actually, you may get away with calling it Rome, 
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just as people did in the fourth century and long afterward. Even now, 
when Arabs, Persians, and Turks speak of “Rum,” they mean what we term 
the Byzantine Empire, its lands (especially Anatolia), or the believers in its 
religion, Greek Orthodox Christianity. Rum was far from the Italian city 
on the banks of the Tiber, but the old Roman idea of the universal and 
multicultural empire lived on in this Christian and Byzantine form. Later, 
Arabs and other Muslims would adopt this idea and adapt it to their own 
empires. 

Roman rule benefited some people in the Middle East. Their trading and 
manufacturing cities flourished, just as before. Greek, Syrian, and Egyptian 
merchants grew rich from the trade among Europe, Asia, and East Africa. 
Arab camel nomads, or bedouin, carried cloth and spices (in addition to the 
proverbial gold, frankincense, and myrrh) across the deserts. Other Middle 
Easterners sailed through the Red Sea, the Gulf, and the Indian Ocean, to 
lands farther east. Surviving remains of buildings at Leptis Magna (Libya), 
Jerash (Jordan), and Ba’albek (Lebanon) give us a hint of the grandeur of 
Rome in the Middle East. 

But Roman dominion had its darker side. Syria and Egypt, the granaries 
of the ancient world, were taxed heavily to support large occupying armies 
and a top-heavy bureaucracy in Rome and Constantinople. Peasants, flee¬ 
ing to the big cities to escape taxes, could find no work there. Instead, they 
became part of rootless mobs that often rioted over social or religious is¬ 
sues. In principle, an urbane tolerance of other people’s beliefs and customs 
was the hallmark of a Roman aristocrat. But we know that long before 
Rome adopted Christianity, its soldiers tried to put down a Jewish rebellion 
by destroying the Second Temple in Jerusalem. Many of Jesus’ early follow¬ 
ers were tortured or killed for refusing to worship the Roman emperor. 

Christian Rome proved even less tolerant. The spread and triumph 
of Christianity brought it into the mainstream of Hellenistic (Greek- 
influenced) philosophy. Major doctrinal crises ensued, as Christians dis¬ 
puted the precise nature of Christ. The debated points are nowadays hard 
to grasp and may puzzle even Christians, as well as everyone else. Let us 
simplify the issues. The essence of Christianity—what distinguishes it 
from Judaism and Islam, the other monotheistic (one God) religions—is 
its teaching that God, acting out of love for an often sinful humanity, sent 
His son, Jesus, to live on earth among men and women and to redeem 
them from their sins by suffering and dying on the cross. If you hope, after 
your death, to be reunited with God in the next world, you must accept 
Jesus as Christ (Greek for “anointed one,” or “messiah”) and as your per¬ 
sonal savior. Christ’s central role as mediator between God and humanity 
led the early Christians into many disputes over his nature. 
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Dissident Christian Sects 

One Christian group, the Arians, which arose in the early fourth century, 
taught that Christ, though divinely inspired and sired, was still a man not 
equivalent to God. The Arians’ foes argued that if Christ were merely a 
man, his crucifixion, death, and resurrection could not redeem human¬ 
kind. They won the church’s acceptance of Christ’s divinity at a council 
held in Nicaea in 325. Arianism became a heresy (a belief contrary to 
church doctrine), and its followers were persecuted as if they had been 
traitors to the Roman Empire. Most Christians, though, accepted the di¬ 
vine trinity: God as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Was Christ thus the same 
as God? If so, do Christians accept the Gospel stories of his mother’s preg¬ 
nancy, his birth, baptism, mission, and suffering—all essentially human 
attributes? The early church fathers, heirs to a rich tradition of Hellenistic 
thought, debated these matters. Even for the poor, humble, and unlettered 
masses, the nature of Christ was a burning issue, especially in the Middle 
East’s main Christian centers: Alexandria, Antioch, and Constantinople. 
While learned scholars disputed, Christian mobs brawled, rioted, and pil¬ 
laged over the true nature of the Prince of Peace! 

In Antioch grew up a school of theologians called the Nestorians. They 
saw Christ as two distinct persons, divine and human, closely and insepa¬ 
rably joined. A church council at Ephesus condemned this view in 430, 
after which the emperor and the Orthodox church tried to suppress Nes- 
torianism throughout the Byzantine Empire. Many Nestorians found 
refuge in Persia and sent out missionaries to Central Asia, India, China, 
and even southern France. Some of their opponents, called Monophysites, 
went to the opposite extreme, claiming that Christ contained within his 
person a single, wholly divine nature. Though centered in Alexandria, this 
Monophysite idea won followers throughout Egypt, Syria, and Armenia 
(an independent kingdom in eastern Anatolia). The Egyptian Mono¬ 
physites called themselves Copts, the Syrian ones Jacobites; their churches 
(plus the Armenian one) have survived to the present day. The majority of 
Orthodox bishops, meeting at Chalcedon in 451, declared that the Mono¬ 
physites were heretics, like the Arians and the Nestorians. The Orthodox 
church found a compromise formula: Christ the savior was both perfect 
God and perfect man. His two natures, though separate, were combined 
within the single person of Jesus Christ. Whenever the Byzantine emperor 
upheld the Chalcedon formula, the Orthodox bishops would use their po¬ 
litical power to persecute Egyptians and Syrians who would not recant 
their Monophysite (or Nestorian) heresy. This policy turned dissenters 
against Constantinople and would later lead to the Arab conquests and the 
subjection of Middle Eastern Christianity to Islam. 
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Do you find this issue petty? Some modern historians think that mate¬ 
rial motives caused the disputes among Middle Eastern Christians. No 
doubt the Egyptians and Syrians resented the high Byzantine taxes. Others 
hated having their bishops subordinate to the Constantinople patriarch. 
Ancient Middle Eastern mysticism inevitably clashed with Hellenistic ra¬ 
tionalism. Personality conflicts and power struggles did arise: Christian 
bishops were all too human. Keep in mind, though, that Christological is¬ 
sues were vital to these Middle Eastern peoples, whose lives in this world 
were guided by religion to prepare for the Judgment Day and the life to 
come. Someday, perhaps, our descendants will wonder why we fought 
over abortion, affirmative action, and gun control. 


Romes Persian Rival 

The Roman Empire never monopolized the Middle East. There was always 
a rival state in Persia that covered not just today s Iran but also what we 
now call Iraq (Mesopotamia), in addition to lands farther east, such as 
present-day Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Central Asia. Mountain ranges, 
such as the Zagros in lands north of the Gulf, the Elburz just south of the 
Caspian, and the Khurasan highlands, accumulated enough rain and snow 
to support the hundreds of hillside agricultural villages. Some Persian 
farmers shrewdly channeled groundwater through underground qanats , a 
sophisticated irrigation system that sustained farms and homes in other¬ 
wise parched lowlands. The Persians were better than the Romans at 
bronze casting and iron working. Both East and West drew on Persian 
architectural motifs, such as domes mounted on squinches, shaded court¬ 
yards, and huge bas-relief murals. 

From 250 b.c.e. to 226 C.E., Persia was ruled by the Parthians, a poorly 
understood dynasty. Their written histories have come from the Romans, 
who could never subdue them, and the Sasanids, the Persian dynasty that 
supplanted them. We can hardly expect these sources to be sympathetic. 
But archaeological excavations have proved that the Parthians, who were 
enthusiastic horseback riders and hunters, patronized architects and arti¬ 
sans. They preserved Persian culture and the Zoroastrian religion, yet they 
welcomed Buddhists and Jews into their country to live. 

Their successors, the Sasanid dynasty, usually get credit for Persia’s re¬ 
vival. Between the third and seventh centuries, they amassed an extensive 
empire (shown on Map 2.1), established Zoroastrianism as the state reli¬ 
gion, and set up a strong and centralized administration. The early Sasa¬ 
nids sent out scholars to many other countries to collect books, which were 
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translated into the Pahlavi (Middle Persian) language, to trade, and to col¬ 
lect scientific and technical lore. Many foreign scholars were attracted to 
Persia, a tolerant kingdom in which Nestorian Christians, Jews, and Bud¬ 
dhists could worship and proselytize freely. Driven from a bigoted Byzan¬ 
tine Empire in the fifth century, Nestorian savants found refuge at the 
legendary Persian academy of Jundishapur, a center for the preservation of 
Hellenistic culture—indeed, the humanistic heritage of the whole ancient 
world. Scholars and students came from all parts of Europe and Asia to 
teach and study there, unhindered by racial prejudice, religious dogma, or 
political restrictions. 

Persia’s influence spread far. Although Zoroastrianism’s appeal was lim¬ 
ited mainly to Persians, it gave birth to a more popular dualistic faith called 
Manichaeism, which spread throughout Europe and Asia during the 
Sasanid era. Meanwhile, Persian art influenced architecture, sculpture, 
painting, and even jewelry and textile design, from Western Europe to 
China. Ctesiphon, the Sasanid capital just south of what is now Baghdad, 
featured vaulted buildings higher and wider than any to be found in the 
Roman Empire. Small wonder that this highly cultured kingdom defied the 
Romans and their Byzantine successors. With the help of their bedouin al¬ 
lies in Arabia, Persian soldiers managed to overrun Syria, Palestine, and 
Egypt early in the seventh century. This climax would, however, be brief. 


The Arabs 

It was not the Persians who ended the Hellenistic age in the Middle East 
but their Arab allies. How did the Arabs come into being? The domestica¬ 
tion of the camel, a slow process that took place between roughly 3000 
and 1000 b.c.e., enabled bands of people to cross the vast deserts of Ara¬ 
bia, eastern Persia, and eventually North Africa. The Arabian dromedary, 
or one-humped camel, is famous for its ability to go for days across great 
distances without needing water, owing to its drinking capacity of 100 
quarts (95 liters) in ten minutes, its retention of liquids once consumed, 
and its memory for desert water holes. Relative to other animals, the camel 
loses little water through perspiration, skin evaporation, and urination. 
Padded feet, short hair, and a high ratio of skin surface to body mass all 
help it withstand the heat. Camels can subsist on thorny plants and dry 
grasses that other animals cannot digest. They store fat—not water—in 
their humps as a reserve against scarcity. It is hard for Westerners to learn 
how to ride and guide camels, but the reputation of these animals for 
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stubbornness and spitefulness is ill deserved. Our jokes and songs about 
camels reveal our ignorance, not their character. 

The people who tamed the camel, probably first for food and only later 
for transportation, were Arabs. No one is sure where the Arabs came from. 
Popular legends identify them as descendants of Ishmael, Abrahams son by 
his Egyptian maid, Hagar. Scholars think that the Arabs are kin to the an¬ 
cestors of other peoples who speak Semitic languages, such as the Hebrews, 
the Assyrians, and the Arameans. The difference is that these peoples set¬ 
tled in the Fertile Crescent (Syria and Mesopotamia). In ancient times, as 
some groups of people became sedentarized, others would leave the settled 
areas. When population outstripped the means of subsistence in such well- 
endowed areas as the Fertile Crescent, some groups would take to herding 
sheep and goats in lands where no crops could grow. A few ventured farther 
away and migrated from one desert oasis to another (just as others moved 
up and down mountains) to find seasonal water and vegetation for their 
flocks. Those who had mastered the camel could move even farther away 
from the lands of the peasant, the shepherd, and the tax collector. 


Conditions in Arabia 

The Arabian Peninsula was just such a place: desolate, bereft of rivers and 
lakes, cut off by land and sea from all but the bravest invader. (The sole 
exception is the mountainous southern region, the Yemen, which I will 
discuss later.) The prevailing west winds from the Mediterranean, which 
carry winter rain to Syria and Anatolia, rarely bring moisture as far south 
as Arabia. What rain does come is usually blocked by the hills of the Hijaz, 
the western part, leaving central and eastern Arabia bone dry. Now and 
then a freak storm can send floods coursing down the dry valleys, but 
most of the water runs off because the ground is too hard to absorb it. 
Fortunately, underground water does reach the surface in springs, water 
holes, and oases, where date palms flourish. The Arabs learned to move 
around constantly, following the seasonal availability of groundwater and 
forage for their animals. Milk and dates—occasionally meat and bread— 
made up their staple diet. 

It would have been hard for an individual or even a small band of 
people to survive in such a harsh environment. Great military empires or 
mercantile city-states would not have arisen there. The Arabs were orga¬ 
nized into clans and tribes, extended families that migrated together ancf 
held their property in common. Significantly, the tribes protected their 
members against other nomads and the settled peoples. The Arabs were 
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belligerent and zealous in defending their honor, on which their freedom 
depended. Tests of strength, such as raids and skirmishes, were common. 
Each tribe was governed by a council of adult men who represented the 
various clans or smaller family groupings. The council chose a shaykh 
(elder), usually the member of the tribe most respected for his bravery and 
generosity, except in a few tribes where the leadership was hereditary. The 
council decided on questions of waging war or making peace, inasmuch as 
the tribe increased its meager income by raiding other tribes and “protect¬ 
ing' 5 the commercial caravans that plied between Syria and the Indian 
Ocean. Some members of tribes served as auxiliaries in the Persian or Ro¬ 
man armies; one of the third-century Roman emperors was named Philip 
the Arab. Others built trading cities on the fringes of the settled areas, such 
as Palmyra in Syria, Petra in Jordan, and Najran in the Yemen. Still others 
took up farming land, as in the region around Yathrib (now called Med¬ 
ina). But camel breeding and raiding remained the Arabs 5 favorite and 
most respected activities. 


Arabian Culture 

The bedouin Arabs, owing to their adaptation to desert life, may have 
lacked the refinement of the Romans or the Persians, but they were not 
barbarians. They were warlike; hunger or habit led them to prey on one 
another or on outsiders. Their constant movement gave them no chance 
to develop architecture, sculpture, or painting. But they did possess a 
highly portable form of artistic expression—poetry. Pre-Islamic poetry 
embodied the Arab code of virtue, the muruwwah : bravery in battle, pa¬ 
tience in misfortune, persistence in revenge (the only justice possible at a 
time when no governments existed), protection of the weak, defiance to¬ 
ward the strong, hospitality to the visitor (even a total stranger), generos¬ 
ity to the poor, loyalty to the tribe, and fidelity in keeping promises. These 
were the moral principles that people needed in order to survive in the 
desert, and the verses helped to fix the muruwwah in their minds. Recited 
from memory by the tribal Arabs and their descendants, these poems ex¬ 
pressed the joys and tribulations of nomadic life, extolled the bravery of 
their own tribes, and lampooned the faults of their rivals. Some Arabs 
loved poetry so much that they used to stop wars and raids yearly for a 
month in which poets might recite their new verses and match wits with 
one another. Pre-Islamic poetry helped to shape the Arabic language, the 
literature and culture of the Arabs, and hence the thoughts and actions of 
Arabic-speaking peoples even now. 
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Southern Arabia 

During the time when Rome and Persia seemed to dominate the Middle 
East, there was actually a third power, far off and almost ignored. Southern 
Arabia, with its monsoonal rain and lush vegetation, seemed a world 
apart, but it fostered the growth of several city-states. Saba (whence came 
that mythic queen of Sheba to call on Solomon) is the best known. Even 
before the time of Christ, its people, the Sabaeans, had developed a thriv¬ 
ing trade between their base in Yemen and the far shores of the Indian 
Ocean. They were the first people to make India and its products known 
to the Roman world and to colonize East Africa. The Sabaeans dammed 
up mountain streams and terraced the Yemen hillsides to support an elab¬ 
orate agriculture. Their main export crop was frankincense, used by the 
pagan Romans to mask the offensive odor when they cremated their dead. 
The spread of Christianity, which replaced cremation with burial, hurt the 
frankincense trade. When Ethiopia turned Christian and teamed up with 
the Byzantines, the Yemeni Arabs, whose kings had by then converted to 
Judaism, got caught in the middle. Several dam breaks, an Ethiopian inva¬ 
sion, and a commercial depression combined during the sixth century to 
weaken southern Arabia. 


Sixth-Century Conditions 

The political situation in Arabia then ranged from complex to chaotic. The 
last of the great south Arabian kingdoms was reduced in 525 to an Ethio¬ 
pian dependency. Three outside powers contended for control: the Byzan¬ 
tine Empire, champion of Orthodox Christianity; Sasanid Persia, ruled by 
Zoroastrians but harboring Nestorian Christians, Jews, Buddhists, dissi¬ 
dent Manichaeans, and other sects; and Ethiopia, which espoused the same 
Monophysite Christianity as the Byzantines 5 rebellious Egyptian subjects, 
the Copts. Each empire had a client Arab tribe that it paid handsomely and 
furnished with the trappings of monarchy in return for military service. 
The peninsula was often ravaged by wars among these three tribes: the 
pro-Byzantine Ghassanids of the northwest; the pro-Sasanid Lakhmids, 
with their capital at Hira, near the Euphrates; and the Christian tribe of 
Kinda, situated in central Arabia and friendly to Ethiopia. Other Arab 
tribes, some still animist (believing that natural objects embodied spiritual 
powers), others partly Zoroastrian, Jewish, or Christian (though usually 
not Orthodox), would mix in their quarrels. Southern Arabia underwent 
two consecutive foreign occupations: Ethiopian (ca. 525-575) and Persian 
(ca. 575-625). 
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Mecca 

Most of central and northern Arabia kept a precarious independence. In 
times of peace the area was crossed by the camel caravans plying the over¬ 
land trade route from Syria to Yemen. Despite the falling demand for 
frankincense, overland trade was gaining in importance as the shoals and 
pirates of the Red Sea made sailing comparatively risky. The Byzantine- 
Sasanid wars also tended to divert trade toward western Arabia. One of its 
Arabian towns, formerly tied to the Sabaean kingdom as a religious shrine, 
emerged in the sixth century as a major caravan station. This was Mecca, 
set inland from the Red Sea among the mountains of the Hijaz. Hot and 
dry, Mecca was useless for farming. It gained some of its wealth and power 
from trade. But its primacy among Arab towns stemmed from three addi¬ 
tional assets: a yearly poets’ fair at nearby Ukaz; Mount Arafat, already a 
pilgrimage site; and its Ka’bah, a cube-shaped structure of unknown antiq¬ 
uity that housed idols (reportedly 360 of them) standing for the various 
deities venerated by the tribal Arabs. Also nearby were lesser shrines honor¬ 
ing individual goddesses, notably al-Lat, al-Uzza, and al-Manat, who were 
worshiped by the pagan Meccans themselves. 

Later, some Muslims would portray pre-Islamic Mecca as a sinkhole of 
wanton vice and corruption. Although they believed that Abraham and 
Ishmael had earlier built the Ka’bah for the worship of the one true God, 
the shrine had been corrupted in the intervening centuries. In reality, 
Mecca must have been an amalgam of goodness and iniquity, a merchant’s 
haven. Its rulers belonged to a sedentarized Arab tribe called the Quraysh, 
later to become both famous and infamous in the annals of Islamic his¬ 
tory. Every Muslim caliph for more than six centuries could trace his an¬ 
cestry back to this family of traders, shrinekeepers, and politicians. Under 
their leadership, the centers of Middle Eastern power would shift from the 
Mediterranean Sea and the Persian plateau to the Arabian desert and the 
Fertile Crescent. In the conventional usage of historians, this change 
marked the transition from the ancient to the medieval era. The prime 
cause of this transition will soon become clear: Muhammad, the last and 
the greatest of Islam’s prophets, was a Meccan of the Quraysh. 


Conclusion 


It is customary for historians of Southwest Asia to divide themselves ac¬ 
cording to their specialization into those of the ancient world, those of me¬ 
dieval Islam, and those of the modern Middle East. Although this practice 
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reflects our training (especially the languages that we learn), you, as a stu¬ 
dent first learning about the Middle East, should avoid falling into the trap 
of dismissing as irrelevant the history of the area before Islam. The achieve¬ 
ments of the Egyptians and Mesopotamians in hydraulic engineering have 
lasted (with periodic renovations, to be sure) up to now. The world’s first 
law code was proclaimed in Mesopotamia by Hammurabi. The develop¬ 
ment of monotheism by the Egyptians and especially by the Jews was a 
necessary precursor to both Christianity and Islam. Greek ideas and Ro¬ 
man laws are part of the heritage of the Middle East as well as the West. The 
doctrinal disputes in early Christianity eventually set the direction of 
Catholic and, hence, of Protestant theology, although they also weakened 
Christendoms ability to withstand the impact of Islam. Sasanid Persia’s im¬ 
perial kingship, bureaucratic traditions, and tolerance of dissident faiths set 
a pattern for later Muslim-ruled, multicultural, dynastic states. The experi¬ 
ence of the Arabs before Islam formed the matrix for the rise of Muham¬ 
mad and his mission as a prophet. None of these themes is irrelevant to this 
book, for ancient institutions and customs lived on in medieval Europe 
and in the early Muslim world. 




THREE 


The Prophet of Mecca 


Around 570 an Ethiopian army marched northward from Yemen with a 
baggage train of elephants and tried to take Mecca. It failed. Legend has it 
that some birds flew over the Ethiopians and pelted them with stones. 
Smallpox broke out among the troops, and they withdrew to Yemen. Soon 
afterward they were driven out of Arabia entirely. From then on, the “Year 
of the Elephant” was remembered by the Arabs—especially Meccans—as a 
lucky one. Most people think that Muhammad was born in that year, a few 
months after his father’s death. Before Muhammad was six, his mother also 
died. His grandfather, taking responsibility for the boy, sent him out to live 
with bedouin Arabs. Meccans often farmed out their children so that they 
might learn to speak more grammatical Arabic and get a healthier start in 
life than they could in the city. When his grandfather died, Muhammad’s 
upbringing was taken over by his uncle, a caravan merchant named Abu- 
Talib, from whom he learned the business of buying, selling, and trans¬ 
porting goods. Muhammad’s family was called the clan of Hashim, or 
Hashimites. They were a reputable, if relatively poor, branch of the ruling 
Quraysh tribe. But if you omit the legends, nothing in this orphan’s back¬ 
ground could have told you that he would become a prophet of God, a 
popular leader in war and peace, and a shaper of world history. 


Muhammad’s Early Life 

Now that so many historians look to psychology as a key to understand¬ 
ing great men and women of the past, it is frustrating to know so little 
about Muhammad’s childhood. To be sure, the Quran (the book of God’s 


29 






30 ❖ 3 The Prophet of Mecca 


revelations to Muhammad) tells us a little about his formative years. Early 
Muslims, amassing all they could learn about the man they called “the seal 
of the Prophets,” added more data. We know far more about Muhammad 
than about Jesus. Yet we wonder how heredity and environment com- 
bined to form this deeply religious man who was also a brilliant political 
leader. What truths lurk behind the legends, recorded by early biogra¬ 
phers, that angels opened five-year-old Muhammad’s chest to cleanse his 
heart, or that a Christian hermit later pointed out a mark of prophethood 
between the lad’s shoulders? 

We do know that Muhammad, despite the handicaps of being orphaned 
and without property in a materialistic society, grew up to be a capable and 
honest merchant. When he was a young man, a merchant widow named 
Khadija entrusted him with the care of her caravan. When he acquitted 
himself well, she broke with Arab custom and proposed marriage to him. 
Although she was said to be forty, fifteen years older than Muhammad, the 
marriage proved to be happy. She bore six children, and Muhammad took 
no other wives during her lifetime. The business (hence his reputation) did 
well. In the normal course of events, Muhammad should have become 
one of Mecca’s leading citizens, even though the Umayyads, the strongest 
clan in the Quraysh tribe, looked down on the Hashimite family to which 
he belonged. 


Confrontation with Pagan Arab Values 

Muhammad was not wholly content. The muruwwa code of ideal Arab be¬ 
havior, which parents still taught to their children, was no longer being 
upheld by Mecca’s leaders, whose moneymaking activities as merchants 
or shrinekeepers had made them acquisitive and self-centered. Bravery 
in battle and generosity to the poor were noble ideals for nomads (what, 
Meccans asked, did they have to give away?), but these sedentarized Arabs 
admired skillful bargaining in the marketplace. 

What, then, did the Meccans believe? The Arabs’ polytheistic animism 
and ancestor worship were no longer a living faith, even though pilgrim¬ 
ages to the Ka’ba and other shrines continued and were indeed a major 
source of Meccan income. The nomads believed in their gods only so long 
as they did what the nomads wanted. They were more apt to fear the jinns 
(or genies), invisible creatures who could do both nice and nasty things to 
people. There were some Christians in Mecca, and whole tribes and cities 
elsewhere in Arabia had converted to Judaism or to some sect of Christian¬ 
ity. There were other pious folk, neither Christian nor Jewish but leaning 
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toward monotheism, known as Hanifs. But Mecca’s merchants, profoundly 
practical, scoffed at such notions as the bodily resurrection or the Day 
of Judgment and at holy laws that might interfere with their pursuit of 
money. To Muhammad, though, the Jews, Christians, and Hanifs just 
might have answers to the problems that were gnawing at the core of Mec¬ 
can society. On many evenings he went to a nearby cave to meditate. 


First Revelation 

One night in 610, during the Arabic month of Ramadan, Muhammad was 
visited by an angel, who exhorted him to read aloud. In awe and terror, he 
cried out, “I cannot read” (for Muhammad, Muslims believe, was illiter¬ 
ate). Hugging him until he almost choked, the angel again ordered: 

Read: in the name of thy Lord who created , 

created mankind from a blood-clot. 

Read: for thy Lord the most generous; 

He has taught by the pen 

taught man what he knew not (Quran, 96:1-5) 

Wherever he looked, he saw the same angel looking back at him and 
saying, “O Muhammad, thou art the messenger of God, and I am Gabriel.” 
Fearing that he had gone mad, Muhammad hurried home and asked 
Khadija to cover him with a warm coat. His quaking subsided, but then he 
saw Gabriel again, and the angel said: 

O thou who art shrouded in thy mantle, 

rise and warn! 

Thy Lord magnify ; 

Thy robes purify y 

And from iniquity flee! (Quran, 74:1-5) 

Khadija, as it happened, had a cousin who was a Hanif (or, some say, a 
Christian). She went to see him, and he assured her that Muhammad, far 
from being mad, was God’s long-awaited messenger to the Arabs. She re¬ 
turned to her husband and gave him the backing that he needed. Hesi¬ 
tantly, Muhammad realized that what he had heard was God’s exhortation 
to make the divine presence known to the Arabs. Also, he had to warn 
them (just as God had sent earlier prophets to warn the Jews and the 
Christians) of a Judgment Day when all would be called to account: 



32 ❖ 


3 The Prophet of Mecca 


When the earth shall quake with a predestined quaking , 

When the earth shall bring forth her burdens , 
and men shall ask , (i What ails her?” 

Upon that day shall she tell her news 
with which thy Lord has inspired her ; 

Upon that day shall men come out in scattered groups 
to be shown what they have done. 

Then he who has done one atom's weight of good shall see it 

And he who has done one atom's weight of evil shall see it. (Quran, 109:1-8) 

Being Gods messenger to the Arabs was an awesome task for an unlet¬ 
tered, middle-aged merchant, an orphan who had gained a precarious 
hold on a little wealth and status. Muhammad was tempted to shirk the 
responsibility; and yet, when he received no messages for a while, he 
feared that God had abandoned him. During this time, he kept asking 
himself whether he really was a prophet, but his wife never doubted him. 
A few of his friends and relatives believed in him, too. Once new revela¬ 
tions reached Muhammad, he came to know that his mission was real. 


The Early Muslims 

The first believers, although they came from every class and many of 
Mecca’s clans, were mainly young men from the upper-middle stratum— 
that of the “nearly haves” from which so many revolutions elsewhere have 
sprung—rather like Muhammad himself. Some converts were sons or 
younger brothers of the leading merchants; others were notables who had 
somehow lost (or failed to attain) the status they wanted within pagan 
Mecca. A few were “weak,” meaning that they came from outside the sys¬ 
tem, that they had no clan to protect them against harm from other Arabs, 
or that their families lacked the political clout of the Umayyads or the 
Hashimites. Even though Muhammad’s uncle, Abu-Talib, never embraced 
Islam, he went on protecting his nephew. Abu-Talib’s son, Ali, raised in 
Muhammad’s home, was probably his first male convert, certainly the first 
who never had bowed to idols and grew up as a Muslim. Later, he would 
marry the Prophet’s daughter, Fatima, and become a leader of early Islam. 
Other early converts were Abu-Bakr, Muhammad’s best friend and a man of 
wealth and social standing; Arkam, a young member of a strong clan, who 
let the Muslims meet at his home; Umar, an imposing figure from a weak 
clan; Uthman, an elegant but quiet youth of the powerful Umayyad family; 
Bilal, an Ethiopian slave set free by Abu-Bakr; and Zayd ibn Haritha, a cap¬ 
tured Christian Arab whom Muhammad adopted. 
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Even if the early Muslims had kept a low profile, they would have at¬ 
tracted the notice—and hostility—of Mecca’s leaders. Often Muslims and 
pagans were related to one another. Muhammad’s message disrupted fam¬ 
ilies and threatened the established order. W. Montgomery Watt, whose 
books on the life of the Prophet have won wide acceptance, summarized 
his early message in five main points: (1) God is good and all-powerful; 

(2) God will call all men and women back to Himself on the Last Day and 
will judge and reward them on the basis of how they acted on earth; 

(3) people should thank God, through worship, for the blessings He has 
given the earth; (4) God expects people to share their worldly goods with 
others needier than themselves; and (5) Muhammad is God’s designated 
messenger to his own people, the Arabs. Later Quranic revelations taught 
that Muhammad was a prophet for all humanity. 

Let us make a semantic point. During Muhammad’s mission, those who 
believed in him as God’s messenger came to be known as Muslims. The 
Arabic word muslim means “one who submits”—to God’s will. The act of 
submission is islam , which became the name of the religion. You may see 
Mohammedanism used in place of Islam in old books, but Muslims detest 
the term. Moslem is a variant spelling of Muslim. Please do not say “Ali be¬ 
came an Islam” when you mean “Ali became a Muslim.” Do not say “Mecca 
is an Islam city” for “Mecca is a Muslim (or Islamic) city.” Some usages are 
confusing. An “Islamic scholar” may be a learned Muslim, but the same 
term is also used for a non-Muslim who has studied the religion. “Islamic 
history” may mean the story of Islam’s evolution as a religion or the com¬ 
munity of Muslims as distinct from non-Muslims. Let us make our terms 
as clear as we can. 


Meccan Opposition 

The Meccans who rejected this message feared that Muhammad might try 
to take away their wealth and power. What right did he have to attack busi¬ 
ness practices that they deemed necessary for their success? If God had de¬ 
cided to reveal himself then and there, why had he not chosen one of 
Mecca’s leaders? Why did the early Muslims pray facing Jerusalem? If the 
pagan tribes accepted Islam, would they stop making their annual hajj 
(pilgrimage) to the Ka’ba and Mecca’s other shrines? We now know that 
Muhammad respected the Ka’ba and never wanted to displace it as a cen¬ 
ter for pilgrims. Nor was he trying to undermine Mecca’s economy. A few 
accounts depict Muhammad as having been so eager to win the Meccan 
leaders’ acceptance that he even conceded that the three pagan goddesses, 
al-Lat, al-Uzza, and al-Manat, were “sacred swans” worthy of veneration. 
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This accommodation shocked many Muslims. When Muhammad realized 
what he had done, he denounced what he had mistaken for a divine reve¬ 
lation, and the Quran addressed the Quraysh regarding those goddesses: 

What , would you have males and He females? 

That would indeed be an unjust division. 

They are nothing but names you and your fathers have named , 

God has sent down no authority touching them. (Quran, 53:21-23) 

When Muhammad disowned the goddesses, the Meccan leaders became 
angry, for the keepers of their nearby shrines were Mecca’s allies. Unable to 
attack Muhammad while he had Abu-Talib’s protection, the Meccans tried 
to instigate a boycott of the whole Hashimite clan. It failed. Still, they 
could torment the most vulnerable Muslims, some of whom took refuge 
in Christian Ethiopia. Then Muhammad made what, to the pagan Mec¬ 
cans, was a still more incredible claim. Following a Quranic revelation, he 
said that he had journeyed in one night, upon a winged horse, first to 
Jerusalem, then up through the seven levels of Heaven, where he saw the 
celestial Ka’ba and received from God the fundamentals of the Islamic 
creed, and that he had talked to Moses during his return to earth. Al¬ 
though the Quran confirmed Muhammad’s claims, the pagans mocked 
them. They averred that he had slept that whole night in his own bed. 

In 619 Muhammad lost the two people who had most helped him in his 
early mission: Khadija and Abu-Talib died. Muhammad would later marry 
many women, but none could match the loyalty and support of his first 
wife. Without his uncle, Muhammad had no protector within the Hashi¬ 
mite clan, and so the persecution grew worse. The Muslims realized that 
they would have to leave Mecca. An attempt to take refuge in nearby Taif 
failed, because of its close ties with the Meccan leaders. Muhammad had to 
abase himself to find a new Meccan protector so that he and his followers 
could safely return home. The Muslims could no longer survive in Mecca, 
but where else could they go? 


The Emigration (Hijra) 

During the pagan pilgrimage month in 620, Muhammad was visited by six 
Arabs from an agricultural oasis town called Yathrib (now Medina), located 
about 270 miles (430 kilometers) north of Mecca, just after they had com¬ 
pleted their hajj rites at the Ka’ba. They told him that fighting between 
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Yathrib’s two pagan tribes had grown so bad that they could no longer pro¬ 
tect themselves against the three Jewish tribes with which they shared the 
oasis. They asked Muhammad to come and, because of his reputation as an 
honest man, arbitrate their quarrels. The next year more pilgrims came 
from Yathrib and some embraced Islam. In return for Muhammad’s ser¬ 
vices as an arbiter, they agreed to give sanctuary to the Meccan Muslims. 

This was a great opportunity for Muhammad. He quickly grasped that 
his mission as God’s spokesman would be enhanced once he became the 
chief judge of a city (even if it was only a motley collection of settled tribes) 
rather than the spiritual leader of a persecuted band of rebels split between 
pagan Mecca and Christian Ethiopia. Besides, the Jewish presence in 
Yathrib made him hope that he might be accepted as a prophet by people 
who were already worshiping the one God—his God—revealed to the Jews 
by earlier scriptures. In the following months, he arranged a gradual trans¬ 
fer of his Muslim followers from Mecca to Yathrib. At last, he and Abu-Bakr 
departed in September 622. 

This emigration, called the hijra in Arabic, was a major event in Islamic 
history. Rather than a “flight,” as some call it, the hijra was a carefully 
planned maneuver by Muhammad in response to his invitation by the cit¬ 
izens of Yathrib. It enabled him to unite his followers as a community, as a 
nation, or (to use an Arabic word that is so hard to translate) as an umma. 
From then on, Muhammad was both a prophet and a lawgiver, both a reli¬ 
gious and a political leader. Islam was both a faith in one God as revealed 
to Muhammad (and the earlier prophets) and a sociopolitical system. 
Muhammad and his followers drew up the Constitution of Medina as a 
concrete expression of their umma. No wonder the Muslims, when they 
later set up their own calendar, made the first year the one in which the 
hijra had occurred. 


The Struggle for Survival 

Once the umma was set up in Yathrib, renamed Medina (or madinat al- 
nabiy “the city of the Prophet”), Muhammad faced new challenges. Medina’s 
Arabs did not become Muslims at once; their quarrels proved hard to settle, 
and it was harder still for him to win the allegiance of the city as a whole. If 
the Jews of Medina had ever harbored any belief in Muhammad as the Mes¬ 
siah or the messenger of God, they were soon disillusioned. His revelations 
differed from what they knew from the Bible, and they rejected his religious 
authority. Muhammad, for his part, saw Islam as the first and most natural 
monotheism, not as a pale imitation of Judaism or Christianity. His divine 
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revelations, which now were becoming known as the Quran, repeatedly 
called Abraham a Muslim, a man who submitted to God’s will. He wanted 
the Jews to acknowledge that Adam, Noah, Abraham, and other prophets 
had lived prior to the emergence of Judaism as a distinct religion. He had 
brought into Islam some Jewish practices (as he understood them), such as 
fasting on Yom Kippur (the Day of Atonement) and facing Jerusalem dur¬ 
ing Muslim worship. The Jews were not convinced. Even the Medinans who 
converted to Islam, called ansar (“helpers”), grew tired of supporting the 
Meccan emigrants, who showed no aptitude for farming, the economic ba¬ 
sis of their oasis. The emigrants were cut off from commerce, which they 
did know how to conduct, so long as pagan Mecca controlled the caravan 
routes and paid protection money to the nearby bedouin tribes. 

If Muhammad was ever to lead Medina’s Jews and ansar ; the emigrants 
would have to find ways to support themselves. The Quran suggested that 
they might raid the Meccan caravans: 

To those against whom war is made 

Permission is given [to those who fight] because they are wronged; 

and surely God is able to help them. (Quran, 22:39) 

Perhaps, in time, they would control enough of the trade route between 
Syria and Mecca to compete with the Meccans. But this was not easy to 
achieve, for the caravans were armed and had the support of many of the 
bedouin tribes. Being a few generations removed from bedouin life, 
Muhammad and his men knew little about raiding techniques. But raid 
they did, and after a few fiascoes, they hit the Meccans hard enough to 
hurt. To do this, they attacked even during the month in which pagan 
Arabs were forbidden to raid because of their traditional pilgrimage to 
Mecca. This shocked many Arabs, but a Quranic revelation supported 
their stance: 

They will question you about the holy month and fighting in it , 

Say “Fighting in it is wrong , but to bar from God's way ; 

and disbelief in Him , 

and the sacred Ka'ba, and to expel its people from it — 

that is more wicked in God's sight; 

and persecution is more wicked than killing.'' (Quran, 2:213) 

The pagan Meccans did not agree. In the second year after the hijra — 
March 624, to be exact—the Muslims were zeroing in on a rich Umayyad 
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caravan returning from Syria, just as Mecca was dispatching a retaliatory 
army of almost 1,000 men. They met Muhammad’s forces (86 emigrants, 
238 ansar) at an oasis called Badr, southwest of Medina. Clever tactics 
helped the Muslims win, and to Muhammad’s people, victory was a tangi¬ 
ble sign of God’s favor and a chance to gain captives and booty. The latter 
was divided among the warriors, except for a fifth that the Prophet took to 
support poor members of the umma. 

In addition, the victory at Badr enhanced the prestige of Islam—and of 
Medina—among the tribal Arabs. Even though the Meccans avenged 
themselves on the Muslims in 625 at Uhud, just north of Medina, they 
could not take the city itself. The umma survived. Islam was taking root 
and could not be wiped out. In 627 Mecca sent a larger force to capture 
Medina, but the Muslims foiled the army by digging a trench around the 
city’s vulnerable parts. The ditch was too broad for the Meccans’ horses 
and camels to cross, so they turned back in disgust. Meanwhile, Muslim 
raids from Medina were endangering the Meccan caravan trade. The Arab 
tribes began to break with Mecca and make treaties with Muhammad to 
join in these lucrative attacks. 


Muslim Life in Medina 

Muhammad was becoming the head of both a large household and a small 
state. God’s revelations now laid down laws about marriage and divorce, 
inheritance, theft and other crimes, and interpersonal relations more than 
they told of God’s power and the impending Judgment Day. Moreover, 
Muhammad’s own sayings and actions concerning practical matters un¬ 
addressed by the Quran or traditional Arab customs were becoming an 
authoritative guide for Muslim behavior. For the most part, a non-Muslim 
can readily admire the humane common sense that underlay Muham¬ 
mad’s conduct of his public and private life and thus respect his role as a 
model for Muslims. But non-Muslims often note two accusations that 
have been made against him: his lust for women and his mistreatment of 
the Jews. If we raise these issues now, are we not judging a seventh-century 
Arab by the standards of our own time and place? Is this fair? All we can 
do is present some facts and let you draw your own conclusions. 


Muhammad’s Marriages 

Before Islam, Arab men used to take as many wives as they could afford, 
unless they belonged to tribes in which women were dominant. Various 
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forms of extramarital sexual relations were also accepted. Seeking to limit 
this license, the Quran allowed Muslim men to marry as many as four 
wives, provided that they treated them all equally, but this permission was 
granted in the context of a revelation concerning the welfare of widows and 
orphans—a natural concern, given Muhammad’s own background and the 
heavy loss of young men in raids and battles. It is true that after Khadija 
died, he gradually took other wives, possibly as many as ten. Several were 
widows of his slain followers, for whom he offered to provide support. 
Other marriages involved the daughters of tribal chieftains whom Muham¬ 
mad wanted as allies. Aisha, who became his favorite wife, was the daughter 
of Abu-Bakr, his best friend; she was nine years old when she came to live 
with him. Muhammad’s critics pointed to his marriage to Zaynab, whom 
he came to know while she was married to his adopted son, Zayd. A new 
Quranic revelation allowed Zayd to divorce her, but even Aisha was quick 
to attack Muhammad for marrying her. Muhammad believed that his mar¬ 
riages were prescribed for him by God, and he always enjoyed the company 
of women. One can find other inconsistencies in his behavior: He forbade 
wailing at funerals until his infant son died. He forgave many of the foes he 
faced in battle, but not the poets who made fun of his mission. Prophets 
were human beings, not plaster saints. 


Muhammad and the Jews 

Muhammad’s relations with the Jews of Medina deteriorated as his own 
power grew. Some Westerners find this disturbing, for we have been slow 
to overcome anti-Muslim prejudices that go back to the Crusades; a few 
draw unwarranted parallels to the modern Middle East conflict. Muham¬ 
mad viewed many biblical figures as prophets, or as men to whom God 
had spoken. He respected Jews and Christians as “People of the Book,” 
since they worshiped God as revealed by sacred scriptures. Why could he 
not have been more magnanimous in Medina? Part of the answer is that 
he expected the Jews to recognize him as God’s messenger, just as he had 
accepted their prophets; but they could not reconcile his Quran with their 
sacred scriptures. There were too many discrepancies. The Jews opposed 
the Constitution of Medina, and they were turning some of the less sin¬ 
cere ansar against him, by trying to trick him with clever arguments and 
by publicly mocking him and his followers. Perhaps the Jews saw the Mus¬ 
lims as potential competitors in the spiritual marketplace. The split 
widened. Following a Quranic revelation, Muhammad changed the direc¬ 
tion of prayer—south toward Mecca instead of north toward Jerusalem. 
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Aisha bint Abi-Bakr 


A isha, Muhammad the Prophets third, and reportedly favorite, wife is one 
of the heroines of early Islam. She was born in 614 C.E., the daughter of 
Abu-Bakr, Muhammad’s closest companion and Islam’s first caliph. 

The marriage between Aisha and Muhammad was a political one, con¬ 
tracted to seal the bond between the Prophet and the family of Abu-Bakr, and 
therefore little attention was paid to the wide difference in their ages. Aisha 
was six years old at the time of the marriage contract, and at the age of nine, 
she was sent to live in Muhammad’s home (623). The Prophet was then fifty. 
Such marriages were common in the seventh century and, for that matter, 
throughout biblical times. 

The historical records, based largely on hadiths —many of which are attrib¬ 
uted to Aisha herself—tell of a happy marriage that ended with the Prophet’s 
death in 632. After her husband’s passing, Aisha continued to be an active 
leader of the Muslim community for some fifty years. 

Because of her close relationship with the Prophet, Aisha became an impor¬ 
tant contributor to an understanding of the sunna (Muhammad’s words and 
deeds regarding correct Muslim belief and behavior). Thus, much of the early 
basis for Islamic religious law (the Shari’a) is rooted in her accounts of Mu¬ 
hammad’s life and teachings. Assertive, self-confident, and politically engaged, 
Aisha sometimes clashed with the Prophet’s companions, especially Ali. 

One such clash stemmed from an incident early in Aisha’s marriage. While 
on a trip through the Arabian Desert, she became separated from Muhammad 
and the rest of their caravan. Muhammad ordered a search for her, and she was 
eventually found and brought back to the main group by a young male Mus¬ 
lim. Aisha and her young escort probably spent several hours alone. Soon gos¬ 
sip started, and Aisha’s reputation and Muhammad’s and Abu-Bakr’s honor 
were in danger. It was at this point that Ali, Muhammad’s son-in-law and 
cousin, recommended that Muhammad divorce her. As it happened, Muham¬ 
mad received a revelation from God condemning all such gossip and setting 
strict requirements for proving adultery, but Aisha never forgave Ali. Many 
years later, Aisha would seek her revenge by participating in a rebellion against 
Ali, who had become the fourth caliph. She helped lead the Battle of the Camel, 
so named because she exhorted the rebel troops from the back of a camel. 

Aisha has been a role model for Sunni Muslim women through the ages, 
and her actions continue to inspire women to challenge the patriarchal cus¬ 
toms used to justify gender inequality in the Muslim world. Many of those 
customs antedate Islam. The current struggle for Muslim women’s right to 
an active public life has a strong precedent in the role played by the Prophet’s 
favorite wife so long ago. 
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The one-day fast of Yom Kippur ceased to be obligatory, and Muslims 
started fasting instead during the daylight hours of Ramadan, the month 
in which Muhammad’s first revelation had come. Sabbath observance was 
replaced by Friday congregational worship with a sermon. Dietary laws 
were eased. Islam was becoming not only more distinct but also more 
Arabian. 

After winning at Badr, Muhammad expelled one of the Jewish tribes for 
conspiring with his Meccan foes but let its members keep their property. 
The Muslims expelled another Jewish tribe after their defeat at Uhud, seiz¬ 
ing its groves of date palms. According to traditional accounts, the last of 
the three tribes suffered the worst fate: The men were killed, and the 
women and children were sold into slavery. Muhammad believed that this 
tribe, despite an outward show of loyalty, had backed the Meccans in 627 
during their siege of Medina’s trench. He sought the advice of an associate 
who seemed neutral but who in fact coveted the Jews’ property. His advice 
led to a slaughter that enriched some Muslims and raised Muhammad’s 
prestige among the Arab tribes, for it showed that he had no fear of blood 
reprisals. We should understand the situation as people then saw it. The 
Jews were not defenseless. The Muslims could have lost their grip on Med¬ 
ina and fallen prey to the Meccans and their tribal allies. Neutralizing their 
enemies was essential to their security, if not to their survival. Partly be¬ 
cause of these confrontations, the Quran contains some harsh words about 
the Jews. These events did not poison later Muslim-Jewish relations, nor 
did Muhammad’s policies cause what we now call the Arab-Israeli conflict. 


The Winning of Mecca 

It is a historical irony that Mecca’s pagans, who persecuted Muhammad, 
later gave in to him and then prospered under the new order, whereas the 
Jews of Arabia, whose beliefs were closer to his, rejected him as a prophet 
and then suffered severely. The story of Mecca’s final capitulation seems al¬ 
most anticlimactic. The emigrants in Medina missed their homes, their 
families (many were the sons and daughters of leading Meccan merchants), 
and the Ka’ba, so Muhammad, in 628, led a band of would-be pilgrims to¬ 
ward Mecca. They encountered Meccan troops at Hudaybiya, slightly north 
of the city, and the two sides worked out a truce that ended their state of 
war. The Muslims had to return to Medina then but would be admitted 
into Mecca the next year as pilgrims. In effect, the Meccans accepted the 
Muslims as equals. Three months after the Hudaybiya truce, two of the best 
Arab fighters, Khalid and Amr, embraced Islam. They eventually went on to 
greater glory as warriors for the umma. Muhammad made some more key 
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converts during that pilgrimage in 629. The next year, claiming that some 
clans had breached the terms of the Hudaybiya truce, he marshalled 10,000 
troops and marched on Mecca. The Meccan leaders, overawed, quickly gave 
in, letting the Muslims occupy the city peacefully. Soon almost everyone in 
Mecca became Muslim. 

Bolstered by Meccan troops, the Muslims defeated a large coalition of 
Arab tribes from around Taif. The Hijaz was now united under Islam. From 
then on, other tribes and clans, recognizing Muhammad’s power, began 
sending delegations to Medina, which remained the capital of the new state. 
As a condition for his support, Muhammad required the tribes to accept 
Islam and even to pay taxes, a condition that the Quraysh tribe had never 
been able to impose. Traditional accounts maintain that by 632 nearly all 
the Arab tribes were Muslim. Notwithstanding these accounts, it is likely 
that only some clans, factions, or persons within each tribe embraced Islam. 
More on this later. 


Muhammad’s Death 

The Prophet’s final years were clouded by worries about would-be rivals in 
Arabia, heavy political responsibilities, marital problems, the death of his 
infant son and several daughters, and failing health. He did manage to lead 
a final pilgrimage to Mecca in March 632. Thus he finished incorporating 
into Islam the rituals of the hajj , which he had cleansed of its pagan fea¬ 
tures. In his final sermon he exhorted his followers: “O ye men, listen to 
my words and take them to heart: Every Muslim is a brother to every other 
Muslim and you are now one brotherhood.” 

Soon after his return to Medina, Muhammad retired to Aisha’s room. 
He appointed her father, Abu-Bakr, to lead public worship in his place. 
Then, on 8 June 632, he died. 


Assessment 

How can we evaluate Muhammad and what he did? For Muslims he has 
always been the exemplar of Muslim virtues, such as piety, patience, hu¬ 
mor, kindness, generosity, and sobriety. Non-Muslim Westerners, recalling 
Christian battles and disputations with Islam, have often judged him 
harshly. He has been called a renegade bishop thwarted in his ambition to 
become pope, a businessman turned brigand, an impostor who sum¬ 
moned mountains to come to him, an epileptic, and even a madman. Such 
attacks are unfounded. Yet these different assessments may remind us that 
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observant Jews and sincere Christians do not believe, as Muslims must, 
that Muhammad was obeying Gods commands as revealed to him by the 
Angel Gabriel. 

The life of any famous person becomes a lens or mirror by which other 
people, individually or in groups, view themselves and the world. The 
biographer or the historian stresses some facts and omits or downplays 
others. The reader seizes upon a few points and expands them to fit a pre¬ 
conceived image. How, then, to judge Muhammad? Surely he was a kind 
and sincere man, more urban than urbane (he could not tolerate poets’ 
mockery, for instance), who came to have an overwhelming faith in God 
and in himself as Gods final messenger. As such, he had to warn the Arabs 
and other people about the impending Judgment Day and to form the 
ummciy a religious community, within which Muslim believers could best 
prepare themselves for that dread occasion. Yet he had a sense of humor, 
saying, “Let a man answer to me for what waggeth between his jaws, and 
what between his legs, and IT1 answer to him for Paradise.” He let his 
grandsons climb on his back even while prostrating himself in worship. He 
must have been a skilled political and military tactician, for who else has 
ever managed to unite the Arabs? He took terrible chances when he ac¬ 
cepted his prophetic mission and forsook his home city for an unknown 
future. The power that he gained came later, and the fame that he earned 
would not be evident until after his death. But what you conclude about 
Muhammad’s life will depend on how well you understand Islam, the reli¬ 
gion to which he devoted his life. We provide the basic points in Chapter 4. 



FOUR 


What Is Islam? 


When we think about Islam—or any religion that has lasted for a long 
time—we should remember that it has evolved through history and will 
continue to do so. It has varied from time to time, from place to place, and 
maybe even from one person to another. As personal belief systems, reli¬ 
gions are hard to describe: How do you write about someone else’s deepest 
thoughts? Let us try anyway. 


Basic Beliefs 

Islam is the act of submission to the will of God (Allah in Arabic). In the 
broadest sense, every object in the universe has its own “islam.” It must 
conform to Gods rules, or to what atheists might call nature’s laws. Rocks 
and trees, birds and beasts all submit to God’s will because they were cre¬ 
ated to do so. Human beings, creatures capable of reason, have been made 
free to choose whether and how to submit to God’s will. Many refuse out 
of ignorance or because they have forgotten the divine commandments 
they once knew. Some Christians and Jews may have been misled by their 
scriptures or by the way they have interpreted them. But anyone who sub¬ 
mits to God’s will, worships him, and expects his reward or punishment in 
the next world is, broadly speaking, a “muslim.” 


God 

In common usage, though, a Muslim is one who believes that God’s will 
for all humanity was last revealed through the Quran to Muhammad. 
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What is God? To Muslims, God is all-powerful and all-knowing, the cre¬ 
ator of all that was and is and will be, the righteous judge of good and evil, 
and the generous guide to men and women through inspired messengers 
and divine scriptures. God has no peer, no partner, no offspring, no hu¬ 
man attributes, no beginning, and no end. 

La ilaha ill Allah , Muhammad rasul Allah (There is no god whatever but 
the one God; Muhammad is the messenger of God). This is the first of the 
famous five pillars of Islam; it can be found in the muezzins call to worship; 
it is emblazoned in white letters on the green flag of Saudi Arabia. Anyone 
professing Judaism or Christianity agrees that there is only one God, but 
monotheism entails more than rejecting a pantheon of gods and goddesses. 
There can be no other Absolute Good; all else is relative. All material 
blessings—our houses, furniture, cars, clothing, and food—must be valued 
less highly than the one true God. The pleasures we pursue are (if lawful) 
fine, but finer yet is the satisfaction of Gods commands. Spouses and con¬ 
sorts, parents and children, friends and teammates may be ever so dear, but 
they must remain second to God in our hearts. God is the giver of life and 
death. Some Muslims think that God has predestined all human actions. 
Others argue that God has given us free will, making us strictly accountable 
for what we choose to do. God wants willing worshipers, not human robots. 


Angels 

Muslims believe that God works in a universe in which dwell various crea¬ 
tures, not all of whom can be seen, heard, or felt by human beings. Jinns, 
for instance, do much good and evil here on earth and are addressed in 
some Quranic revelations. But more powerful in Gods scheme of things 
are angels, the heavenly servants who obey the divine will. God did not re¬ 
veal the Quran directly to Muhammad but sent the angel Gabriel to do so. 
Angels taught him how to pray. An angel will blow a horn to herald the 
Judgment Day. When each of us dies, we will be questioned by a pair of 
angels. Satan, called Iblis or al-Shaytan in Arabic, was a jinn who flouted 
Gods command to bow down to Adam. Having fallen from grace, he now 
tries to corrupt men and women. He seems to be doing well. 


Books 

How was Gods existence made known to humanity? How does the Infi¬ 
nite reveal itself to finite minds? Christians say that the Word became flesh 
and dwelt among us: God became a man. But Muslims argue that God is 
revealed by the words placed in the mouths of righteous people called 
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prophets. These words have been turned into books: the Torah of the Jews 
(consisting of the first five books of the Bible), the Gospels of the Chris¬ 
tians, and the Quran of the Muslims. They also believe that God’s earlier 
revelations, in the form we know them, were corrupted and had to be cor¬ 
rected by the Quran. Modern scholarship has shown that the books of the 
Bible were written down only after some time had passed since they were 
revealed. Muslims ask, therefore, whether Jews changed some passages of 
the Torah to depict themselves as God’s chosen people (a concept rejected 
by Islam) or whether Christians rewrote the Gospels to prove the divinity 
of Jesus of Nazareth (for Muslims maintain that no human can be God). 
The Quran, however, is God’s perfect revelation. It has existed in Heaven 
since time began. It will never be superseded. After Muhammad’s death it 
was carefully compiled (“from scraps of parchment, from thin white 
stones, from palm leaves, and from the breasts of men,” wrote an early 
Muslim) by his followers. Some parts had actually been written down 
while Muhammad was still alive. If any passage had been misread, a Mus¬ 
lim who had heard Muhammad give the passage would surely have put it 
right. Seventh-century Arabs had prodigious memories. 

The Quran is not easy reading. It is the record of God’s revelations, via 
the angel Gabriel, to Muhammad. It contains laws, stories from the past, 
and devotional pieces intended for guidance and recitation, not for liter¬ 
ary entertainment. Most of its 114 chapters bring together passages re¬ 
vealed at different times. The chapters, except for the first, are arranged in 
order of length. Those revealed in Medina, filled with injunctions and pro¬ 
hibitions, tend to precede the Meccan chapters, which stress God’s power 
and warn of the coming Judgment Day. Because the Quran was revealed in 
Arabic, most Muslims do not think it can or should be translated into any 
other language. As its usage reflects that of seventh-century Meccans, even 
Arab Muslims may now need help to understand parts of what they read. 
The Quran’s language is rhymed prose (not metrical like poetry), but it 
can sound lyrical when chanted by a trained reciter. Try to hear one. Mus¬ 
lims venerate the Quran for many reasons: Its language and style are inim¬ 
itable; the book sets Islam apart from all other religions; and its teachings 
have stood the test of time. The speech and writing of pious Muslims are 
studded with Quranic expressions. No other book has affected so many 
minds so powerfully for so long. 


Messengers 

God’s books were revealed to mortal men called prophets or messengers. 
Although Islam stresses that Muhammad was the last of the prophets, 
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Muslims recognize and venerate many others, including Adam, Noah, 
Abraham, Moses, Jonah, and Job. Biblical personages (such as King Solo¬ 
mon) reappear in the Quran as prophets. Christians may be astonished 
that Muslims count Jesus as one of God’s messengers. The Quran affirms 
that he was born of the Virgin Mary, that he is a “word” of God, and that 
he will some day return, but it denies that he was crucified or that he was 
the son of God. All prophets must be revered; no one prophet, not even 
Muhammad, may be exalted above the others. Prophets cannot predict 
what will happen or perform miracles unless God enables them to do so; 
they are just good people chosen to bring God’s message to other men and 
women. No more prophets will come before the Judgment Day. 


Judgment Day 

Among Islam’s basic tenets, none was preached more fervently by 
Muhammad than belief in a final Judgment Day, from which no one can 
escape. On this day of doom all living people will die, joining those who 
have gone before them. All will be summoned before the heavenly throne 
to be judged for the good and the bad things they have done. Later Mus¬ 
lims built up the imagery: A tightrope will stretch across the fires of Hell, 
and only the righteous will cross over safely into Heaven. The Quran de¬ 
picts Paradise as a shaded garden with cooling fountains, abundant food 
and drink, and beautiful maidens for the eternal bliss of righteous men. 
Righteous women, too, will enter Heaven, but the Quran is less specific on 
what they will find. Popular Islam teaches that they will go back to the age 
at which they were most beautiful. Both men and women will know peace, 
live in harmony, and see God. Hell is everything that is horrible in the 
Arab mind: fearsome beasts, fiery tortures, noxious vapors, foul-tasting 
food to eat, and boiling water to drink. There will be no peace and no har¬ 
mony. God will not be present, and for the worst sinners the torments will 
never end. 


The Five Pillars of Islam 

How can the believer obey God? What are the divine commands? The 
Quran and Muhammad’s teachings are full of dos and don’ts, for Islam 
(like Judaism) is a religion of right actions, rules, and laws. We cannot 
cover all of the Islamic rules, but they are symbolized by five obligatory 
acts: the five pillars of Islam. 
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Witness (Shahadah) 

We have already mentioned the first duty: witness or testimony that there 
is no god but God and that Muhammad is Gods messenger. Anyone who 
says these words—and really means them—is a Muslim. Any Muslim who 
associates other beings with God, or denies believing in Muhammad or 
any of the other prophets, is no longer a Muslim but an apostate. Apostasy 
may be punished by death. 


Worship (Salat) 

The second pillar of Islam is worship, or ritual prayer—a set sequence of 
motions and prostrations, performed facing in the direction of the Kaba 
in Mecca and accompanied by brief Quranic recitations. Worship reminds 
men and women of their relationship to God and takes their minds off 
worldly matters. It occurs five times each day, at fixed hours announced by 
the muezzin’s call from the minaret (tower) of a mosque, a building con¬ 
structed for congregational worship. Muslims may worship anywhere, but 
men are encouraged to do so publicly as a group; women usually worship 
at home. All adult men should go to a mosque on Friday noon, as congre¬ 
gational worship at that time is followed by a sermon and sometimes by 
major announcements. Before any act of worship, Muslims wash their 
hands, arms, feet, and faces. Worship may include individual prayers (that 
is, Muslims may call on God to bring good to or avert evil from them and 
their loved ones); but such invocations, called dua in Arabic, are distinct 
from salat. 


Fasting (Sawm) 

Muslims must fast during the month of Ramadan. From daybreak until 
sunset they refrain from eating, drinking, smoking, and sexual intercourse. 
Devout Muslims spend extra time during Ramadan praying, reciting from 
the Quran, and thinking about religion; lax ones are apt to sleep in the day¬ 
time, for the nights are filled with festivities, bright lights, and merry¬ 
making. The discipline of abstinence teaches the rich what it is like to be 
poor, trains all observant Muslims to master their appetites, and through 
the shared experience of daytime fasting and nighttime feasting creates 
common bonds among Muslims. The Muslim calendar has exactly twelve 
lunar months in each year. With no month occasionally put in, as in the 
Jewish calendar, the Muslim year consists of only 354 days. Thus Ramadan 
advances eleven or twelve days each year in relation to the Western calendar 
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and to the seasons. In the Northern Hemisphere the fast is relatively easy to 
keep when Ramadan falls in December, but great self-discipline is needed 
when it falls in June (as it did in the early 1980s). A Muslim who gets sick or 
makes a long trip during Ramadan may put off all or part of the fast until a 
more suitable time. Growing children, pregnant women and nursing 
mothers, soldiers on duty, and chronically ill Muslims are exempt. Yet 
nearly all Muslims who can fast do so, even those who have given up other 
outward observances of the faith. 


Tithing (Zakat) 

All Muslims must give a specified share of their income or property to 
help provide for the needy. This payment is called zakat , often translated 
as “aims,” although it began as a tax levied on all adult members of the 
umma. In modern times many Muslim countries stopped collecting the 
zakat as a tax, but their citizens are still obliged to make equivalent chari¬ 
table donations. Lately, though, some Muslim governments have gone 
back to exacting the tithe. In either case, wealthy and pious Muslims make 
additional gifts or bequests to feed the hungry, cure the sick, educate the 
young, or shelter the traveler. Many fountains, mosques, schools, and hos¬ 
pitals have been founded and maintained by a type of endowment called a 
waqf (plural: awqaf ), which we discuss in a later chapter. In essence, the 
fourth pillar of Islam is sharing. 


Pilgrimage (Hajj) 

The fifth duty is the hajj, or pilgrimage to Mecca during the twelfth month 
of the Muslim year. All adult Muslims should perform the hajj at least 
once in their lives, if they are well enough and can afford to make the jour¬ 
ney. Each year, from all parts of the world, observant Muslims, their bod¬ 
ies clad in identical unsewn strips of cloth, converge on Mecca to perform 
rites hallowed by the Prophet Muhammad, although some are taken from 
earlier Arab practices. These rites include circling the Ka’ba, kissing the 
Black Stone set in one of its walls, running between the nearby hills of Safa 
and Marwa, stoning a pillar near Mina representing the Devil, sacrificing 
sheep there, and assembling on the plain of Arafat. Some of the rites may 
have begun as pagan practices, but Muhammad reinterpreted them in 
monotheistic terms. Thus Muslims believe that Abraham and Ishmael 
found the Black Stone and erected the Ka’ba around it. 

Running seven times between Safa and Marwa commemorates Hagar’s 
frantic quest for water after Abraham had expelled her and Ishmael from 



Other Duties and Prohibitions ❖ 49 


his tent. The sacrifice of a sheep recalls Abraham’s binding of Ishmael 
(Muslims do not believe it was Isaac) at God’s command and the last- 
minute sacrifice of a lamb provided by an angel. The day of sacrifice is a 
high point of the hajj and the occasion for a major feast throughout the 
Muslim world. The pilgrimage rites have served throughout Islamic his¬ 
tory to bring Muslims together and to break down racial, linguistic, and 
political barriers among them. 


Other Duties and Prohibitions 

The five pillars do not cover all Muslim duties. There is another, which 
some call the “sixth pillar of Islam,” called jihad, or “struggle in the way of 
God.” Non-Muslims think of the jihad as Islam’s holy war against all other 
religions. This is not wholly true. To be sure, the Quran (9:29) commands 
Muslims to “fight against those who do not believe in God or the Judg¬ 
ment Day, who permit what God and His messenger have forbidden, and 
who refuse allegiance to the true faith from those who have received scrip¬ 
tures, until they humbly pay tribute.” This would mean fighting Christians 
and Jews in some situations and pagans in any case (for the passage was 
revealed when the Muslims were at war with Mecca before its conversion). 
But Islam also decreed tolerance toward the earlier monotheistic faiths. 

Just how militant should Muslims be? We give part of the answer here 
and the rest later in the text. Muslims tried to expand the territory con¬ 
trolled by their umma, not to convert conquered Christians or Jews. Those 
who agreed to live in peace and to pay tribute were entitled to Islam’s pro¬ 
tection; those who resisted or rebelled against Muslim rule were crushed. 
Some modern Muslims interpret jihad to mean defending Islam against at¬ 
tacks, whether military or verbal, from non-Muslims. In order to protect 
the umma , Muslims must first cleanse their souls of error, pride, and for¬ 
getfulness. Islam is a religion of community: Every Muslim is a brother or a 
sister to every other Muslim. If some err, or forget their duties to God or to 
other Muslims, the others, like good brothers or sisters, must correct them. 

Prohibited to Muslims are all intoxicating liquors, all mind-affecting 
drugs, gambling, and usury. They may not eat the flesh of pigs or of any 
animal not slaughtered in the name of God. Men may not wear silk clothes 
or gold jewelry. The Quran lays down harsh penalties for murder, theft, 
and certain other crimes. There are also punishments for Muslims who 
make or worship idols, but this does not mean a total prohibition against 
artistic depictions of living creatures, as some people suppose. Nonethe¬ 
less, Muslims have not, until modern times, sculpted statues, and pictures 
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of living creatures rarely appear in mosques. (We write more about Islamic 
art in Chapter 8.) 

Muslims believe that sexual relations are meant to beget children and 
thus should not occur outside marriage. Most marriages are arranged by 
the parents of the bride and groom; in bygone days the young couple often 
met for the first time on their wedding day. Strict rules used to separate 
the sexes in order to ward off inappropriate love relationships. These rules 
led in practice to the seclusion of women from the mainstream of political 
and social life and subjected them to the command of their fathers, broth¬ 
ers, and husbands. Wearing a veil has been customary for urban women in 
many ancient Middle Eastern societies. A late Quranic revelation required 
Muhammad’s wives to do so when they went outside, so eventually most 
Muslim women veiled their faces, at least in the cities. Nowadays they are 
less apt to do so, but many continue to cover their hair. Adults of both 
sexes dress modestly and shun situations requiring nudity. Homosexual 
acts and masturbation are included in the prohibition against sex outside 
of marriage. Even if some Muslims privately flout some of these rules, 
public acceptance of the prohibitions remains the norm. 

Cleanliness is close to godliness. In addition to ritual ablutions before 
worship, Muslims must wash themselves after performing an act of na¬ 
ture, before eating, upon awakening, and after handling certain objects 
considered unclean. Total immersion in running water is required after 
sexual intercourse and, for women, after menstruation and childbirth as 
well. Traditionally, Muslim men shaved their heads and body hair but let 
their beards grow. Women remove their body hair. 


Conclusion 

This chapter has barely scratched the surface of its topic. Hundreds of 
books have been written and thousands of speeches made attempting to 
answer the question, “What is Islam?” Every life lived by a Muslim is a 
statement about Islam, which now has more than a billion adherents liv¬ 
ing in every part of the world, though they are most heavily concentrated 
in the southern third of Asia and the northern two-thirds of Africa. The 
religion prescribes a complete lifestyle. In later chapters you will learn 
about the Shari’a, or sacred law of Islam, which was developed and assem¬ 
bled during the first three centuries after Muhammad’s death. Let us say 
for now that the Quran, combined with the teachings and practices of 
Muhammad, provides a comprehensive and coherent pattern for Muslim 
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actions and thoughts. Islam has no bishops or priests. Even the ulama , the 
learned men well versed in Islamic doctrines and practices, are not set 
apart from other Muslims. All Muslims are equal except in their obedience 
to God’s will. Men and women, young and old, friends and neighbors—all 
have mutual rights and duties within Islam. All can find freedom, without 
giving up security, in this world and the next. Islam is more than a faith; it 
is a way of life. 




FIVE 


The Early Arab Conquests 


Muhammad’s death left a great void within the community of his follow¬ 
ers, the Islamic umma. As long as he was alive, he had been prophet, ar¬ 
biter, lawgiver, and military commander. In fact, just about any issue that 
arose among Muslims had been referred to him. How could they make de¬ 
cisions without his guidance? This posed a crisis for the umma, but Mu¬ 
hammad’s survivors found new leaders. They overcame the challenge of an 
Arab tribal rebellion and went on to expand the area under their control. 
The mightiest empires of the Middle East—Byzantium and Persia—were 
humbled by the Arab warriors for Islam. Success bred dissension and later 
caused sectarian rifts that have never completely healed, but the momen¬ 
tum of expansion was only briefly broken. The early Muslims’ ability to 
surmount these crises ensured that Islam would survive, that its civiliza¬ 
tion would flourish, and that its legacy would endure. 


The Succession Issue 

During his lifetime Muhammad never chose a successor. Some say this was a 
mistake, but Arab leaders did not usually name their replacements. Besides, 
how would he have sorted out the functions he could pass on to someone 
else? He probably did not expect to die as soon as he did. He would not have 
thought of designating another divine messenger, for he viewed himself as 
the seal of the prophets. No one after his death could receive revelations. 
Perhaps no more were needed, for the Judgment Day was supposed to come 
at any time. Yet, even if the umma sought no successor-as-prophet, it still 
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needed some sort of leader, comparable to a tribal shaykh, who could direct 
its affairs until the hour of doom. 

Indeed, a leader was needed at once. Before Muhammad’s body was cold, 
the ansar were choosing their own commander. Given the smoldering ri¬ 
valry between their tribes, they probably could not have agreed on anyone 
from Medina. And how could a Medinan rule the nomadic tribes only 
lately converted to Islam? Some of them might have put forth their own 
shaykhs. The best hope would be to elect a leader from the prestigious 
Quraysh tribe—not one of the ex-pagans who had harassed the Prophet 
but one of the early converts who had moved with him to Medina. Umar, 
the most decisive of Muhammad’s companions, carried the day by naming 
Abu-Bakr, who belonged (as did Umar) to a clan of the Quraysh that was 
neither Umayyad nor Hashimite. Abu-Bakr was a modest man, but he 
knew the Arab tribes and their relationships thoroughly. He had been 
Muhammad’s closest friend, the first person the Prophet had converted 
outside his own family, the father of his beloved wife Aisha, and the desig¬ 
nated leader of worship during his final illness. 

Later, some Muslims would claim that a member of Muhammad’s fam¬ 
ily should have been chosen. As Muhammad had no surviving sons, they 
argued that his successor should have been his cousin and son-in-law, Ali, 
the son of Abu-Talib. But in 632 his name did not come up. If Muhammad 
had favored Ali, it surely would have. Later, you will learn about some 
Muslims, called Shi’is, who argue that Muhammad had indeed named Ali 
to be his successor and that his associates concealed this designation. 

Abu-Bakr (r. 632-634) called himself khalifat rasul Allah (successor of 
the messenger of God), soon shortened to khalifa , or caliph in English. In 
common usage, the caliph was called amir al-muminin (commander of the 
believers). Abu-Bakr surely earned the title. As soon as the Arab tribes 
heard of Muhammad’s death, most of them broke with the umma. Later 
Muslims would call this event ridda (apostasy), seeing the break as a renun¬ 
ciation of Islam. To the tribes, however, the leader’s death had ended all 
treaties that would have required them to pay zakat —which they viewed as 
a form of tribute—to Medina. Abu-Bakr realized that if they could evade 
paying the required tithe, the unity of the Arabs would be sundered and the 
umma would lose revenue. Islam might vanish entirely. To avert these dan¬ 
gers, he sent his best generals, Khalid ibn al-Walid and Amr ibn al-As, to 
force the tribes to rejoin the umma. Although the ridda wars were costly, 
the tribes capitulated, one by one, and were eventually forgiven. But what, 
beyond a superficial adherence to Islam or a fear of the caliph’s army, could 
hold the Arab tribes together? 
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The Initial Conquests 

The caliphs 5 brilliant answer was to turn the bedouins combative energies 
away from one another and toward conquering the settled lands to the 
north, the territories of the Byzantine (Roman) and Sasanid (Persian) em¬ 
pires. Abu-Bakr 5 s successor, Umar (r. 634-644), forgave the tribal rebels and 
enlisted them in the service of the caliphate, in a jihad to expand the 
umma’s lands. This momentous decision would lead to the capture of 
Rome’s Middle Eastern possessions (Palestine, Syria, Egypt, and Cyrenaica) 
in little more than a decade. It took a generation to absorb the whole 
Sasanid Empire. Within a century Muslim soldiers would be stationed 
from Spain in the west, across North Africa and the Middle East, to the 
borders of China in the east. Western historians once viewed the Arab vic¬ 
tories as the main events separating the ancient world from the Middle 
Ages. Europeans were almost cut off from the rest of the world. Christian¬ 
ity was set back, notably in the lands of its origin. But we must add that 
those conquests brought together the diverse cultures of North Africa, 
Egypt, Syria, Iraq, and Persia. Out of this combination would grow a new 
civilization matching those of Greece and Rome. 

If you had asked someone in the streets of Damascus (or any place else) 
around 625 to predict who would be ruling the Middle East a generation 
later, he or she might have named the Byzantine emperor, the Sasanid 
shah, or perhaps some new Roman or Persian dynasty. No one would have 
expected the rulers to be Meccan Arabs. The speed of the Arab conquests 
amazed everyone, then and now. People still ask why they succeeded. As 
you try to come up with an answer, here are some points to keep in mind. 

1. The Arab armies were small, usually under a thousand men, thus 
fewer in number and less well equipped—but more cohesive— 
than their Roman or Persian foes. They fought few engagements 
and chose them carefully. Their decisive victories enabled them to 
gain vast expanses of territory. Their horses were the essential in¬ 
gredient in their speed, but their camels gave them endurance and 
mobility in the desert. Arab victories took place in the desert, or 
sufficiently nearby, to enable the troops to get away from Roman 
or Persian legions if they needed to. A common Arab tactic was to 
draw enemy forces into a wadi (valley) and then use the terrain 
to trap them. One of the Arabs 5 triumphs, the Battle of the Yarmuk 
River in 636, resulted from a dust storm that enabled Khalid to 
conceal his men from the Romans. This victory gave the Arabs 
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control over Syria. Another dust storm helped the Arabs to defeat 
the Persians in 637 at Qadisiya and hence to overrun Iraq. 

2. Contrary to their image in popular histories, not all Arab warriors 
were fired up with Muslim zeal. A few were, but others belonged to 
Christian tribes estranged from the Byzantine Empire. Being 
Christian did not bar an Arab from fighting for the caliphate. Some 
Muslim leaders and tribes may have believed in predestination and 
martyrdom as their passport to paradise. Most tribal Arabs be¬ 
lieved in looting. Economic hardship in Arabia had brought many 
of them to the verge of starvation. In fact, the Arab conquests facil¬ 
itated a Semitic emigration from Arabia comparable to those of the 
earlier Akkadians and the Arameans, for the Arabian Peninsula of¬ 
ten became overpopulated. 

3. Years of warfare between the Sasanid and Byzantine empires had 
depleted the resources and manpower of both. Up to about 620, 
the Sasanid Persians had seemed to be taking over the whole Mid¬ 
dle East. Then the Byzantine emperor Heraclius managed to reor¬ 
ganize his forces to push the Sasanids back to Iraq and Persia. Each 
side hired mercenaries, mainly Arabs; but as the Byzantines could 
no longer afford to pay the Ghassanid tribe (see Map 2.1 in Chap¬ 
ter 2), southern Palestine was opened to Muslim penetration even 
in Muhammad’s last years. The Persians, however, thought they 
were rich enough to do without their Lakhmid vassals. As a result, 
the pro-Byzantine and pro-Sasanid Arabs had both become unreli¬ 
able by 632, and some converted to Islam. 

4. The subject peoples, especially those under Byzantine rule in Syria 
and Egypt, were discontented. Although they had cultural and eco¬ 
nomic grievances, the open issue was theological or, rather, Christo- 
logical. The Byzantine Empire held the Orthodox (or Chalcedonian) 
view, explained in Chapter 2, that Jesus Christ combined in his per¬ 
son both a divine and a human nature. The Egyptian Copts and 
their Syrian counterparts, the Jacobites, believed in his single and 
wholly divine nature, according to the Monophysite doctrine. Em¬ 
peror Heraclius, anxious to win their support, proposed a compro¬ 
mise: Christ contained two natures within one will. Almost no one 
(except the Maronites of Lebanon, whom we discuss later) liked that 
solution. The disgruntled Syrian and Egyptian Christians viewed the 
Muslim Arabs as liberators from the Byzantine yoke and often wel¬ 
comed them. The Copts, for example, turned Egypt over in 640 to 
Amr’s Arab force, which, even with reinforcements, numbered fewer 
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than 10,000. Likewise, the Jews, numerous in Palestine and Syria, 
chose Muslim indifference over Byzantine persecution. 

5. The sudden collapse of Sasanid Persia, after having been master of 
Egypt, Syria, and much of Arabia as recently as 625, caused a 
vacuum that the Arabs were quick to fill. Persia was falling back be¬ 
cause of political chaos in Ctesiphon, its capital. Power struggles 
sapped the central administration, which was needed to supervise 
the irrigation system on the Tigris and Euphrates rivers. Farm pro¬ 
duction fell and discontent rose. Besides, the Christian, Jewish, and 
Manichaean peasants of Iraq did not like either the Zoroastrian 
priests or the Sasanid absentee landlords who lived in the Persian 
highlands. As soon as Iraq fell, following the Battle of Qadisiya 
(637), the Sasanid state broke up. The Arabs picked up one Persian 
province after another, until the last Sasanid shah died, a fugitive, 
in 651. 

To recapitulate, during Muhammad’s lifetime the lands of the umma 
were limited to western Arabia as far north as the Gulf of Aqaba, in addition 
to parts of the rest of the peninsula in which the Arab tribes supposedly 
embraced Islam. Under Abu-Bakr, the government at Medina overcame the 
challenge of a tribal revolt. The conquest of the adjacent lands in Syria and 
Iraq began under Abu-Bakr while he was suppressing the ridda. Upon Abu- 
Bakr s death in 634, Umar became the new caliph. Granting a blanket par¬ 
don to the rebellious tribes, Umar turned what had been a few forays into a 
systematic policy of territorial acquisition. During his caliphate and that of 
his successor, Uthman, all of Syria, Iraq, Persia, Egypt, and Cyrenaica were 
added to the lands of the umma. You can readily imagine the strain this put 
on the primitive government in Medina, where Muhammad and Abu-Bakr 
used to buy their own food in the market, mend their own clothes, cobble 
their own shoes, and dispense justice and disburse money in the courtyards 
of their own homes. A more sophisticated government was needed. 


The Beginnings of Islamic Government 

Umar, strong willed and hot tempered, an early Meccan convert who came 
from a minor clan of the Quraysh tribe, was the man on the spot. He was 
shrewd enough to see that the Arab tribes, easily led into battle by the lure 
of booty far richer than they had ever known, might rebel when they were 
not fighting. Military discipline sat lightly on the shoulders of these Arab 
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warriors, especially if their commanders did not come from their own 
tribe. What would happen when civilization’s centers fell under the sway of 
these bedouin? Would they wreck the palaces and libraries first, or would 
the wine shops and dancing girls sap their martial skills and religious zeal? 


Military Discipline 

For centuries, nomads and foreign armies have overrun the settled parts of 
the Middle East, only to fall under the influence of their own captives. 
Umar did not want his Muslims to become corrupted in this way. It was 
no mere quirk of character that made him stride through the streets and 
bazaars of Medina, whip in hand, ready to scourge any Muslim who 
missed the prayers or violated the Ramadan fast. Umar may have admired 
the military leader Khalid’s skill at beating the Romans and Persians in 
battle, but he resented his illegally contracted marriages. That and Khalid’s 
hiring of poets (the publicity agents of the time) to sing his praises led 
Umar to dismiss him, the “sword of Islam,” as an example to other Arabs. 

When the troops were not fighting, they had to be kept under strict dis¬ 
cipline. Umar’s policy was to settle them on the fringe between the desert 
and the cultivated lands in special garrison towns, notably Basra and Kufa, 
both in Iraq, and Fustat, just south of what is now Cairo, Egypt. His pur¬ 
pose was to keep the Arabs and the settled peoples apart. The Arab sol¬ 
diers were forbidden to acquire lands outside Arabia. Their right to seize 
buildings and other immovable war booty was restricted. One-fifth of the 
movable prizes of war had to be sent back to Medina, where Umar set up a 
diwan (register) that carefully divided the spoils into shares for members 
of the umma> ranging from Muhammad’s widows and associates to the 
humblest Arab soldier. 


Civil Government 

Although Arab generals and Meccan merchants usually took the top posts 
of the newly won provinces, their civil administration was left almost un¬ 
touched. That hypothetical person in the streets of Damascus would not 
have found life in 650 much different from what it had been in 625. Local 
administrators went on running affairs just as before. For those towns and 
provinces that had not resisted the Arab conquests, land and house taxes 
were lighter than before, but they now went to Medina rather than to 
Ctesiphon or Constantinople. Governmental languages did not change: 
Greek and Coptic were used in Egypt, Greek and Aramaic in Syria, Persian 
and Syriac in Iraq and Persia. Conquered peoples went on speaking the 
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languages they were used to. Few Jews or Christians rushed to convert to 
Islam, for they were protected as “People of the Book .” Zoroastrians and 
Manichaeans in Iraq and Persia were less tolerated and more apt to be¬ 
come Muslim, but even they changed slowly. It was hard for early Muslims 
to get used to the conversion of non-Arabs to Islam. Having assumed that 
Muhammad was God’s messenger to the Arabs, they conferred honorary 
Arab status on any non-Arab male convert. They did this by making him a 
client member (mawla; plural mawali) of an Arab tribe. Persians and 
Arameans who flocked to the garrison towns were especially apt to turn 
Muslim. Soon the mawali outnumbered the Arabs living in such towns as 
Basra and Kufa. How ironic, considering that those cities had been set up 
to keep the Arabs from being corrupted by Persian civilization! They soon 
became melting pots and centers of cultural interchange. 


Dissension in the Umma 

The garrison towns also became hotbeds of dissension and intrigue, espe¬ 
cially after Umar’s guiding hand was removed by assassination. Before he 
died, Umar appointed a shura ,, or electoral committee, to choose the third 
caliph. Some modern writers cite the shura to prove that early Islam was 
democratic. In fact, it consisted of six Meccan associates of Muhammad, 
all caravan traders who belonged to the Quraysh tribe. Owing perhaps to 
personal rivalries, they ended up choosing the only man in the shura who 
belonged to the prestigious Umayyads, the clan that had long opposed 
Muhammad. 

Their choice to succeed Umar, Uthman (r. 644-656), has come down in 
history as a weak caliph, eager to please the rich Meccan merchants and to 
put his Umayyad kinsmen into positions of power. But such an interpre¬ 
tation is unfair to Uthman, who had defied his clan to become one of 
Muhammad’s earliest converts. He also defied many of Muhammad’s 
companions when, as caliph, he decided on a single authoritative version 
of the Quran and ordered the burning of all copies that contained variant 
readings. Many reciters were appalled when their cherished versions of the 
Quran went up in smoke, but would Islam have fared better with seven 
competing readings of its sacred scriptures? 

As for the issue of Uthman’s relatives, it is true that some lusted after 
power and that others lacked the ability to govern. But Uthman used his 
family ties to assert greater control over the government. His cousin 
Mu’awiya (already appointed by Umar) administered Syria well. He and 
his foster brother in Egypt built Islam’s first navy to conquer Cyprus in 
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655. Uthman’s mistake was to continue Umar’s policies in a more complex 
time, without having Umar’s forceful character. Perceiving this, the Mus¬ 
lims in Iraq’s garrison towns began plotting against him. 


Uthmans Troubled Caliphate 

Traditional accounts draw contrasts between the second and third caliphs. 
“The luck of Islam was shrouded in Umar’s winding-sheet,” remarked a 
survivor. Uthman complained from the pulpit of Muhammad’s mosque to 
the men of Medina: “You took it from Umar, even when he whipped you. 
Why then do you not take it from one who is gentle and does not punish 
you?” Why, indeed? Whereas Umar, during his caliphate, slept on a bed of 
palm leaves and wore the same wool shirt until it was covered with patches, 
Uthman amassed estates worth over $50 million while he was caliph. 

Modern scholars play down the personality contrast, however, and stress 
changing conditions within the umma. The influx of money and treasure 
enriched Medina and Mecca far beyond anything Muhammad could have 
anticipated and eventually beyond what his associates could assimilate. 
Greed and vice proliferated, especially among the young—claimed their 
elders. Once the early conquests had reached their limits (Cyrenaica in the 
west, Anatolia’s Taurus Mountains in the north, Khurasan in the east, and 
the Indian Ocean and upper Nile in the south), the Arab tribesmen could 
not change from border warriors into military police. They sat idly in their 
garrison towns, bewailed the lost opportunities for booty, and plotted 
against the caliphate in far-off Medina. 

From about 650, Uthman’s rule was threatened by a mixture of people: 
pious old Muslims, mostly Medinans, who resented the way the Umayyads 
were taking over the same umma they once had tried to destroy; Quran re¬ 
citers who had lost power because of Uthman’s authorization of a single 
version; and tribal Arabs who chafed at having no new lands to seize and 
plunder. Of all the garrison towns, Kufa was the most restive. An open re¬ 
volt started there in 655, spread to Arabia, and reached Medina in 656. The 
insurgents besieged the house of Uthman, who got no protection from 
any of Muhammad’s associates. A group of rebels from Egypt broke in and 
killed the aged caliph as he sat with his wife, reciting from the Quran. Five 
days later, Ali (r. 656-661) agreed, reluctantly, to become the fourth caliph. 


Alts Caliphate 

Thus began Islam’s first time of troubles, which the Arabs call their fitna 
(temptation). It seems unfair, for Ali appeared highly qualified for the 
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caliphate. He was the son of Muhammad’s uncle and protector, his first 
male convert, the husband of the Prophet’s daughter Fatima, and hence 
the father of his only grandsons, Hasan and Husayn. Ali had risked his life 
so that Muhammad could safely leave Mecca during the hijra. He had 
fought against the pagan Meccans, accompanied the Prophet on most of 
his expeditions, and advised the earlier caliphs on questions of dogma and 
policy. He was pious and generous. Regrettably, he proved to be a weak 
caliph. Either Ali came too late to do the office any good, or the caliphate 
came too late to do him any good. 


Challenges to Ali 

Soon after his accession, Ali left Medina, never to return; Kufa would serve 
as his capital. But when he reached Basra, he was challenged by two of 
Muhammad’s associates, Talha and Zubayr; Aisha joined in, branding Ali 
unfit to rule because he had not tried to protect Uthman. This was a strange 
accusation, as none of the challengers had liked or defended the third 
caliph. Their real motives were political and personal. Ali had allegedly de¬ 
nied government posts to Talha and Zubayr, and Aisha had never forgiven 
him for having accused her of infidelity to Muhammad. Ali and his troops 
defeated the challengers in a bloody affray, the Battle of the Camel, so called 
because it raged around Aisha’s camel-borne litter. Talha and Zubayr died 
in battle (as, it is said, did 13,000 others), and Aisha was sent back to Med¬ 
ina. The Battle of the Camel was the first instance in which two Muslim 
armies fought against each other. It set an unhappy precedent. 

A more dangerous challenge came from Mu’awiya, Uthman’s cousin and 
governor of Syria, whom Ali tried to dismiss. The Umayyad clan was under¬ 
standably outraged when Uthman was murdered and replaced by Ali, a 
Hashimite, who seemed reluctant to find and punish the assassins. In Dam¬ 
ascus Mu’awiya displayed Uthman’s bloodstained shirt and the severed fin¬ 
gers of his widow, who had tried to protect her husband, thus horrifying 
many Muslims at what seemed to be a political murder. Arab custom called 
for seeking revenge, especially once it became clear that the assassins would 
not be brought to justice. Mu’awiya had a loyal garrison of Arab troops, and 
they challenged Ali. The two sides met in a series of skirmishes at Siffin (in 
northern Syria) in 657. Finally, when Ali’s side seemed to be winning, wily old 
General Amr ibn al-As advised Mu’awiya’s men to stick pages of the Quran 
on the tips of their spears, appealing for a peaceful arbitration of the quarrel. 
Ali suspected a trick, but his troops persuaded him to accept the appeal. 

Ali and Mu’awiya each chose a representative and agreed to let them de¬ 
cide whether the Umayyads were justified in seeking revenge for Uthman’s 
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murder. Soon afterward, some of Ali’s men turned against him for agreeing 
to the arbitration. Called Kharijites (seceders), these rebels harassed Ali for 
the rest of his caliphate, even after he defeated them in battle in 659. Before 
then, the appointed arbiters of Ali and Mu’awiya had met. Emboldened 
perhaps by the Kharijite revolt against Ali, Mu’awiya’s representative, Amr, 
tricked Ali’s arbiter into agreeing to his master’s deposition from the 
caliphate. Ali did not resign, but the arbitration undermined his authority. 
His followers faded away. One province after another defected to Mu’awiya, 
who had himself proclaimed caliph in Jerusalem in 660. Finally, in 661, Ali 
was murdered by a Kharijite seeking revenge for his sect’s defeat. 


Changes in the Government of Islam 

Ali’s death ended the period known to Muslims as the era of the Rashidun 
(meaning “rightly guided”) caliphs. All four were men related to Muham¬ 
mad by marriage and chosen by his companions. Later Muslims would 
look back on this period as a golden age to which many longed to return. 
They contrasted the simple governments in Medina and Kufa with the 
swollen bureaucracies of Damascus and Baghdad, headed by kingly caliphs 
who succeeded by heredity. Indeed, most of the Rashidun caliphs were ad¬ 
mirable and all four were interesting, but their era was marked by frequent 
strife, many crises of adjustment to changing conditions, and much im¬ 
provisation. Even the caliphate itself had begun as a stopgap measure, 
shaped by Umar into a lasting institution. It became the linchpin for a state 
that was doubling and redoubling in area, population, and wealth. Now, 
upon Ali’s death, it seemed to be in peril. 


Muawiya 

The man who saved the umma and the caliphate from anarchy was the 
Umayyad governor of Syria, Mu’awiya. He never faltered in his determina¬ 
tion to discredit Ali for the murder of Uthman, and his Syrian Arab troops 
(many of them Christian) rewarded him with their unstinted backing. He 
possessed a virtue prized among Arabs—the ability to refrain from using 
force unless absolutely necessary. As Mu’awiya put it: “I never use my 
sword when my whip will do, nor my whip when my tongue will do. Let a 
single hair bind me to my people, and I will not let it snap; when they pull 
I loosen, and if they loosen I pull.” After Ali died, some of his die-hard 
Kufan supporters pushed his son Hasan into contesting the caliphate. 
Mu’awiya got him to withdraw his claim by sending what amounted to a 
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Mu’awiya ibn-abi-Sufyan 


M u’awiya (602-680) was the founder of the Umayyad dynasty. The 
Umayyads were the dominant clan in Mecca; they did not associate with 
Muhammad’s followers. In fact, Mu’awiya did not accept Islam until the city 
surrendered to the Prophet in 630. Once converted, he was fully accepted by 
Muhammad and for awhile served as his scribe. The second caliph, Umar, ap¬ 
pointed Mu’awiya governor of Syria, a position at which he excelled. 

In June 656 the third caliph, Uthman, was murdered in Medina. His succes¬ 
sor was Ali, the Prophet’s cousin and son-in-law. After suppressing the rebellion 
led by Aisha and two early companions of the Prophet, Ali decided that to main¬ 
tain loyalty in the provinces he would have to replace the governors appointed 
by his predecessors. This led to a confrontation with Mu’awiya, who refused to 
resign from his post. Their confrontation was intensified by the fact that Uth¬ 
man had been Mu’awiya’s first cousin. Mu’awiya demanded that Ali produce the 
assassins or he would himself be considered an accomplice in the crime. 

This struggle between the two men followed a convoluted path, which at 
times led their armies onto the battlefield and at others led them to attempt 
arbitration. In the end, Ali was assassinated by a disgruntled Kharijite in 661, 
and Mu’awiya then became Islam’s next caliph. 

Mu’awiya’s success rested on the base he had built in Syria, where he proved 
to be a shrewd and strong governor. There he ruled successfully for twenty 
years, making Syria a prosperous province. Its people repaid him with loyalty. 
Mu’awiya skillfully molded the local Arab tribes into the best-trained and 
equipped army in the Muslim world and built Islam’s first navy. Mu’awiya 
chose to stay in Syria even after winning the caliphate. Thus, Damascus re¬ 
placed Medina as the capital of the growing Islamic empire. 

Mu’awiya’s reign broke with the past in other ways as well. As the empire 
rapidly expanded, the caliph faced serious internal dissension that challenged 
his rule. The key to Mu’awiya’s success was his ability to innovate. Unlike his 
predecessors, who relied on a more traditional, personal, and collaborative 
style of governing, Mu’awiya adopted a more imperial, bureaucratic adminis¬ 
tration that reflected the existing practices of the Byzantine and Persian states 
defeated by the Muslims. The result was a government and court life that often 
alienated those who cherished the practices of the Prophet and his compan¬ 
ions. Later, the worldliness of the Damascus court would scandalize devout 
Muslims coming from Arabia. 

All this tarnished Mu’awiya’s reputation among later Muslim historians. Many 
of them favored the cause of Ali (Shi’ism) or were influenced by the very nega¬ 
tive accounts written for the Abbasid rulers who later overthrew the Umayyads. 
Nonetheless, it is clear that Mu’awiya was a great innovator and a shrewd wielder 
of power. He probably saved the young Muslim state from chaos following the 
death of Ali and set it on a stable administrative path leading to a greater empire. 
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blank check. A rich man now, Hasan retired to Medina and played no fur¬ 
ther role in politics. 

It is interesting that Mu’awiya first claimed the caliphate in Jerusalem, 
the city sacred to Jews, Christians, and Muslims. What if he had made it 
his capital, something no Arab or Muslim ruler has ever done? But 
Muawiya had started his career as a Meccan merchant, and he chose to 
stay in Damascus, his provincial capital, because it was on the main trade 
route between Syria and Yemen. He seems to have viewed Syria as a step¬ 
ping stone toward taking over all the Byzantine Empire. How can we prove 
this? Once the fitna had ended, the Arab conquests resumed, targeted 
mainly against Byzantium. Each summer the caliph’s armies would pene¬ 
trate Anatolia. Meanwhile, his navy drove the Byzantine fleet from the 
southeastern Mediterranean and twice during his reign besieged the very 
capital of the empire. But Byzantium withstood the onslaught. The Arabs 
consoled themselves by pushing westward across Tunisia and eastward 
through Khurasan. 


Administrative Changes 

Mu awiya, once called the “Caesar of the Arabs” by none other than Caliph 
Umar himself, was more worldly than his precursors; but the changes that 
took place after 661 could not be ascribed to personality differences. Patri¬ 
archal government—namely, what had grown up in Medina on the model 
of the Arab tribal system, modified somewhat by the Quran and the 
Prophet’s practices—could not meet the needs of a sprawling empire en¬ 
compassing many peoples and religions. Mu’awiya adopted some of the 
Byzantine imperial customs and the bureaucratic practices familiar to 
Egypt and Syria. Many of his administrators and some of his warriors 
were Syrians or Christian Arabs, often survivors or sons of the old Byzan¬ 
tine bureaucracy and soldiery. 

Mu’awiya realized that he depended on the Arab tribes for most of his 
military manpower, and he wisely flattered their sense of racial superior¬ 
ity. But he had each tribe send a representative (really a hostage) to his 
court in Damascus. Such troublesome areas as Iraq, where Arab tribes had 
terrorized the countryside during Ali’s caliphate, were cowed by ruthless 
local governors. Notorious among these was Ziyad, whom Mu awiya won 
over from Ali’s backers by acknowledging him as his own half brother 
(Ziyad bore the unflattering nickname “son of his father” because his 
mother had been a courtesan in Medina). Upon taking charge in Basra, 
Ziyad warned the people from the pulpit of its main mosque: 
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You are putting family ties before religion. You are excusing and sheltering 
your criminals and tearing down the protecting laws sanctified by Islam. 
Beware of prowling by night; I will kill everyone who is found at night in 
the streets. Beware of the arbitrary call to obey family ties; I will cut out the 
tongue of everyone who raises the cry. Whoever pushes anyone into the wa¬ 
ter, whoever sets fire to another’s home, whoever breaks into a house, who¬ 
ever opens a grave, him will I punish. Hatred against myself I do not 
punish, but only crime. Many who are terrified of my coming will be glad of 
my presence, and many who are building their hopes upon it will be unde¬ 
ceived. I rule you with the authority of God and will maintain you from the 
wealth of God’s umma. From you I demand obedience, and you can de¬ 
mand from me justice. Though I may fall short, there are three things in 
which I shall not be lacking: I will be ready to listen to anyone at any time, I 
will pay you your pension when it is due, and I will not send you to war too 
far away or for too long a time. Do not let yourselves be carried away by 
your hatred and wrath against me; you will suffer if you do. Many heads do 
I see tottering; let each man see to it that his own remains on his shoulders! 

When at last Mu awiya knew that he would die soon, he obtained in ad¬ 
vance his followers’ consent to the succession of his son Yazid to the ca¬ 
liphate. It was this act that later earned Mu awiya the condemnation of 
Muslim historians (even though Ali’s attempt to appoint Hasan must have 
set a precedent). From that time until the caliphate was abolished in 1924, 
the highest political office in Islam was hereditary in fact, even if it re¬ 
mained elective in principle. 

We wonder, though, whether Islam would have fared better if Mu awiya 
had not founded the Umayyad dynasty. True, most tribal Arabs, if given a 
choice, would have gravitated to the Kharijite view—that any adult male 
Muslim could become caliph, no matter what his race or lineage, and that 
any caliph who sinned should be overthrown in favor of another. The 
Kharijite idea would recur throughout Islamic history, especially among 
the nomads in Arabia and North Africa. In fact, some modern Muslims 
wish to revive the caliphate without restricting the office to descendants of 
the Quraysh tribe. But a popular election of the Muslim ruler, based on 
Kharijite principles, would have caused anarchy in the seventh century—or 
even now. Although there were die-hard supporters of the sons of Ali and 
of other companions, such as Zubayr, their appeal was limited to particular 
cities. Muawiya alone could command the support of Syria and Egypt, and 
his allies could control Arabia, Iraq, and Persia. Yes, the Umayyads were lax 
Muslims. Mu’awiya had resisted Muhammad until all Mecca surrendered 
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to Islam, but he then turned 180 degrees and became the Prophet’s secre¬ 
tary. Some of his descendants’ drinking and sexual exploits, though amus¬ 
ing to read about, shocked the pious Muslims of their day. However, the 
Umayyads kept control of the caravan trade between Syria and Yemen, and 
their business acumen helped them to choose policies, reconcile dif¬ 
ferences, and neutralize opposition. The Umayyad dynasty, though con¬ 
demned by most Muslim historians on moral grounds, built up the great 
Arab empire. 


Muawiya’s Successors 

What Mu’awiya achieved was almost buried with him in 680. Yazid, his 
designated successor, was hated by Muhammad’s old Meccan companions 
and by some of the Arab tribes, despite his victories in earlier battles 
against Byzantium. The animosity went back to Yazid’s childhood. His 
mother, one of Mu’awiya’s favorite wives, had detested the settled life of the 
Umayyad court and pined for the bedouin camps of her youth. To this ef¬ 
fect she wrote a poem, grossly insulting to Mu’awiya, that convinced him 
that she and her son, still young at the time, belonged in the desert. Yazid 
grew up with his mother’s tribe, Kalb, becoming a bold warrior but a heavy 
drinker. Upon his accession to the caliphate, he favored his tribe over its 
great rival, Qays. During the early conquests, the tribes had formed two 
large confederations involving most of the Arab soldiers: one “southern” 
and including Kalb, the other “northern” and including Qays. During 
Yazid’s reign, their rivalries escalated into a full-scale civil war, part of 
Islam’s second fitna. 


Husayn s Rebellion: The Beginning of Shiism 

Before we cover the second fitna, let us tell you about a small rebellion, not 
in itself a threat to Yazid’s power but one that has since taken on immense 
significance in Islamic history. Remember that some Muslims still abhorred 
the very idea of an Umayyad caliphate and wanted the leadership of the 
umma restored to the Hashimite clan, preferably in the person of a direct de¬ 
scendant of the Prophet. Muhammad had no sons. His son-in-law, Ali, had 
been killed, as had Hasan, leaving the Prophet’s other grandson, Husayn, as 
the only possible claimant. Husayn was a pious man who had lived most of 
his fifty-four years quietly in Medina. But when Yazid succeeded Mu’awiya 
in 680, Husayn refused to recognize the new caliph as legitimate. Some 
Kufan foes of the Umayyads, thus encouraged, talked Husayn into rebelling 
against them. Intimidated by their governor, though, most Kufans withheld 
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their support in Husayn’s hour of need. When the Prophet’s grandson 
reached Karbala, Iraq, he found he had only seventy-two warriors pitted 
against 10,000 Umayyad soldiers. Husayn’s tiny band fought as bravely as 
they could, but they all fell in battle on 10 Muharram 61 Anno Hegirae (10 
October 680). Husayn’s severed head was laid at the feet of Yazid in Damas¬ 
cus. The Umayyads had, seemingly, triumphed once more. 

The significance of these events was that the partisans of the Prophets 
“martyred” descendants, Ali and now Husayn, vowed never to recognize 
the Umayyads as legitimate caliphs. They came to be called Shi'at Ali (the 
Party of Ali), from which came the name Shi’ites, or Shi’is. From Iraq they 
spread throughout the empire, wherever Muslims sought a pretext to defy 
Umayyad rule. Today the Shi’is make up the second largest Muslim sect, as 
contrasted with the majority group, called Sunnis, who accepted (often re¬ 
luctantly) the ruling caliphs. Religious differences do exist between Sunnis 
and Shi’is, due mainly to the latter’s conviction that only Ali and his de¬ 
scendants (diagrammed in Figure 5.1) had a right to lead the umma. To 
Shi’i Muslims, even Abu-Bakr, Umar, and Uthman, let alone Mu’awiya and 
his heirs, were usurpers, whereas Ali was the first imam (leader) and be¬ 
queathed special powers and esoteric knowledge to his sons, his sons’ sons, 
and so on. 

As time passed, disputes arose among various brothers claiming the 
imamate, causing splits among their Shi’i followers. As you will soon see, 
some Shi’is managed—later—to form states in opposition to the Sunni 
caliphate. Since about 1500, as you will learn in Chapter 9, Persia’s rulers 
have been Shi’i Muslims. But to identify Shi’ism with Persian nationalism 
better illuminates the mind of the current century than that of the sev¬ 
enth. Shi’ism began as a political protest movement couched in religious 
terms, appealing to Arabs as well as Persians. It found expression in pil¬ 
grimages to Najaf and Karbala (the burial sites of Ali and Husayn, respec¬ 
tively), in annual processions mourning the martyrdom of Husayn, and in 
the passion play reenacting his tragic end. 


Other Challengers 

The other challenges to the Umayyads, although they seemed more threat¬ 
ening then, are now largely forgotten. Abdallah ibn al-Zubayr, son of the 
Zubayr killed in the Battle of the Camel, also refused allegiance to Yazid 
and escaped from Medina. But instead of courting the Kufans as Husayn 
had done, Abdallah ibn al-Zubayr stayed in Mecca and fomented rebel¬ 
lions elsewhere. When Yazid died in 683, leaving the caliphate to his sickly 
young son, Abdallah claimed the office for himself. Muslims in all the 
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FIGURE 5.1 The Hashimite clan, showing Shi’i imams 


provinces, even some in Syria, promised to back him. The Arab tribes fa¬ 
voring Qays, the northern confederation, rose up against the Umayyads, 
who were linked to Kalb and hence to the southern Arabs. When the 
teenaged caliph died, leaving the Umayyads with no plausible candidate, 
Abdallah had only to come to Damascus to claim the caliphate there. But 
he was allied with the pious descendants of Muhammad’s associates living 
in Medina and Mecca. They hated Damascus and everything that smacked 
of Umayyad rule, so Abdallah stayed in Mecca. The oldest and most re¬ 
spected member of the Umayyad clan, Marwan, reluctantly agreed to 
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oppose Abdallah’s partisans, and in July 684 the Umayyad supporters de¬ 
feated the opposing Arab tribes and drove them out of Syria. 

Rebellions went on for almost a decade. In 685 a group of penitent Shi’is 
in Kufa started a two-year revolt that was notable for its appeal to non- 
Arab converts. There were several Kharijite uprisings—one could generally 
expect them whenever there was trouble. It took years for the Umayyads to 
crush the rival caliphate of Abdallah ibn al-Zubayr, but we must leave that 
story for Chapter 6. Never again would descendants of the emigrant com¬ 
panions and ansar put forth their own candidate for the leadership of the 
umma. Never again would a large group try to make Mecca the capital city 
of Islam. 


Conclusion 

Between Muhammad’s death and the second fitna, the umma had grown so 
large that Arabia could no longer be its political center. The Arabian tribes 
that had carried out the conquests had formed a powerful aristocracy 
spread throughout the empire, but their effectiveness as a police force was 
fatally weakened by their rivalries. The government of the umma had ceased 
to be an extension of either Arab tribal democracy or Muhammad’s reli¬ 
gious prestige; now it was firmly grasped by a Meccan mercantile clan based 
in Syria. Its administrative arm was a team of Arabs and Syrians, some of 
them Christian, who carried on the ruling practices of the Byzantines. 
Many of the Arabs, whether nomads, sedentarized Meccan traders, Medi- 
nan farmers, or tribal warriors living in garrison towns, felt alienated from 
this neo-Roman kingdom. Some of the non-Arab subjects had become 
Muslims, but these mawali , especially in Iraq, were second-class citizens 
who resented Arab claims to superiority. Shi’ite and Kharijite movements 
reflected these various tensions. Meanwhile, most of the caliphs’ subjects 
remained Jews, Christians, or Zoroastrians, not Muslims who could be 
counted on to support the umma whenever it was in danger. In sum, we 
should marvel that Islam survived Muhammad’s death, that it gained new 
lands and adherents so quickly, and that it assimilated mighty empires and 
civilized societies. Yet, in spite of these achievements spanning half a cen¬ 
tury, Muslims were not yet secure. 




SIX 


The High Caliphate 


For about a thousand years, history has been playing mean tricks on the 
Arabs. They have been wracked with internal factionalism and strife, ex¬ 
ternal invasion, subordination to outside rulers, natural disasters, and 
exaggerated hopes and fears. But in the bleakest moments of their history, 
the Arabic-speaking peoples of the Middle East have comforted them¬ 
selves with the memory of a time when their ancestors ruled most of the 
Eastern Hemisphere, when the Europeans and the Chinese feared and 
courted them, and when theirs was the language in which humanity’s 
highest literary and scientific achievements were expressed. This was the 
time of the two great caliphal dynasties, the Umayyads and the Abbasids. 
This chapter uses a term coined by Marshall Hodgson to denote the years 
from 685 to 945: the High Caliphate. 

During this period, the Islamic umma was initially headed by the Mar- 
wanid branch of the Umayyad family, ruling in Damascus, and then by 
the Abbasids of Baghdad. Both dynasties belonged to the Quraysh tribe 
and were backed by those Muslims who came to be called Sunnis. The 
caliphal state was militarily strong, relative to western Europe, the Byzan¬ 
tine Empire, India, and China. Territorial conquests continued until about 
750, when the Abbasids took over from the Umayyads. After that time 
some land was lost, and the caliphal state began to break up. As long as 
any semblance of unity remained, though, the old Roman, Syrian, and 
Persian political practices and cultural traditions went on combining in 
new ways. Economic prosperity, based mainly on agriculture, was en¬ 
hanced by commerce and manufacturing. These factors facilitated the 
movement of people and the spread of ideas, and hence the growth of an 
Islamic civilization. 
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The relative power of the various peoples shifted gradually during the 
High Caliphate. Under the Abbasids, if not earlier, Arab dominance waned, 
as many non-Arabs became Muslims and, in most instances, adopted the 
Arabic language as well. Beware of generalizations about Arab influence. 
The word Arab is ambiguous; it can mean bedouin, someone wholly or 
partly descended from tribal Arabs, or someone who speaks Arabic, or a 
person living under Arab rule. When the term pertains to a group, find out 
whether it bore arms for Islam and how it was paid. During this time, 
tribal soldiers from Arabia slowly gave way first to salaried troops, notably 
Persians from Khurasan, then to Turkish tribal horse soldiers paid with 
land grants. 

As the caliphal state grew larger and more complex, it needed more 
people to run it. The early Umayyads had inherited Roman bureaucratic 
traditions, but later Persian administrators took over and introduced Sasa- 
nid practices. At the same time, there grew up a class of pious Muslims who 
could recite and interpret the Quran, relate and record hadiths (authenti¬ 
cated accounts of Muhammad’s sayings and actions), systematize Arabic 
grammar, and develop the science of law (called fiqh in Arabic). Eventually 
they became known as ulama , which means “those who know,” or experts 
on Muslim doctrines, laws, and history. Muslims also became interested in 
classical philosophy, science, and medicine, as Greek works were translated 
into Arabic. One result was the evolution of systematic Islamic theology. 
Muslims also developed more esoteric ideas and rituals, leading to the rise of 
Sufism (organized Islamic mysticism), which you will read about later. 

The caliphate faced ongoing opposition from the Kharijites, who re¬ 
jected any type of hereditary rule, and from Shi’i movements backing var¬ 
ious descendants of Ali. Late in this era, most of the Muslim world came 
under the rule of Shi’i dynasties. Until about 1000, non-Muslims predom¬ 
inated in the lands of the umma , but their relative power and influence 
were waning. 


Restoration of the Umayyad Order 

Most scholars list Umar, Mu awiya, and Abd al-Malik among the caliphs re¬ 
garded as the founding fathers of Islamic government. You have already 
learned about Umar, who presided over the early conquests, and about 
Mu’awiya, who bequeathed the caliphate to his Umayyad heirs. But who 
was this Abd al-Malik? He took over the caliphate on the death of his aged 
father, Marwan, who had ruled briefly during what was (for the Umayyads) 
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the worst year of the second fitna. When Abd al-Malik took charge, the 
northern Arab tribal confederation was rebelling against his family, in 
league with Abdallah ibn al-Zubayr, who was in Mecca claiming the cali¬ 
phate. Every province except Syria had turned against Umayyad rule. The 
martyrdom of the Prophet’s grandson, Husayn, had further antagonized 
many Muslims, especially the Shi’is. One of Abd al-Malik’s first challenges 
came from a revolt in Kufa of Shi’i penitents (so called because they regret¬ 
ted not having aided Husayn in 680). This revolt fizzled, but the Kufans 
rallied around an Arab adventurer named Mukhtar. His cause gained sup¬ 
port from Persian and Aramean converts to Islam who, as mawali, resented 
being snubbed by the Arabs. Abd al-Malik could not stop this revolt, but, 
luckily for him, the army of Abdallah ibn al-Zubayr did. This was a time 
when Abdallah’s partisans in Mecca were stronger than the Umayyads in 
Damascus. 


Abd al-Malik’s Triumph 

Although he took office in 685, Abd al-Malik waited until 691 to take Iraq 
from Abdallah’s forces. The next year Hajjaj, an Umayyad general famed 
for his harsh government in Iraq and Iran, captured Arabia. His men had 
to bombard Mecca (even damaging the Ka’ba) before Abdallah’s army sur¬ 
rendered. Hajjaj spent two years wiping out Kharijite rebels in Arabia be¬ 
fore he went into Kufa. Wearing a disguise, he entered the main mosque, 
mounted the pulpit, tore the veil from his face, and addressed the rebel¬ 
lious Kufans: “I see heads ripe for the cutting. People of Iraq, I will not let 
myself be crushed like a soft fig. ... The commander of the believers [Abd 
al-Malik] has drawn arrows from his quiver and tested the wood, and has 
found that I am the hardest. . . . And so, by God, I will strip you as men 
strip the bark from trees.... I will beat you as stray camels are beaten.” 
The Kufans, thus intimidated, gave no more trouble, and Hajjaj restored 
prosperity to the Umayyads’ eastern provinces. 

Abd al-Malik laid the basis for an absolutist caliphate, one patterned after 
the traditions of the divine kings of the ancient Middle East instead of the 
patriarchal shaykhs of the Arab tribes. You can see the change not only in 
the policies of such authoritarian governors as Hajjaj but also in Abd al- 
Malik’s decree making Arabic the administrative language. Before then, 
some parts of the empire had used Greek, others Persian, Aramaic, or Cop¬ 
tic, depending on what the local officials and people happened to speak. 
Many bureaucrats, especially the Persians, did not want to give up a lan¬ 
guage rich in administrative vocabulary for one used until recently only by 
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camel nomads and merchants. But it is these Persians we can thank (or 
curse, if you study Arabic) for having systematized Arabic grammar, for they 
soon realized that no Persian could get or keep a government job without 
learning to read and write this complicated new language. 

Following the old Roman imperial tradition of erecting fine buildings, 
Abd al-Malik had the magnificent Dome of the Rock built atop what had 
been Jerusalem’s Temple Mount. It was a shrine erected around what local 
tradition said was the rock of Abraham’s attempted sacrifice and what 
Muslims believe to be the site of Muhammad’s departure on his miracu¬ 
lous night journey to Heaven. It was also a message to the Byzantine Em¬ 
pire and to Jerusalem’s Christians that Islam was there to stay. With the 
Dome of the Rock set almost directly above the Western Wall, the sole rem¬ 
nant of the second Jewish Temple, you can see why Arabs and Jews now 
dispute who should control Jerusalem’s Old City, holy to all three mono¬ 
theistic faiths. Another symbolic act by Abd al-Malik was the minting of 
Muslim coins, which ended the Muslims’ dependence on Byzantine and 
Persian currency and made it easier for Arabs to sort out the various values 
of the coins. The use of Arabic-language inscriptions (often Quranic quo¬ 
tations) was a caliphal riposte to the Byzantine practice of stamping coins 
with the head of Christ. Eventually, Muslim rulers came to think that the 
right to issue coins in their own names symbolized their sovereignty. Erect¬ 
ing grand buildings served the same purpose. 


Resumption of the Conquests 

The caliphal state was becoming an empire. The Arab conquests resumed 
after the second fitna ended. One army headed west across North Africa, 
while a Muslim navy drove the Byzantines from the western Mediterra¬ 
nean. The North African Berbers, after surrendering to the Arabs, con¬ 
verted to Islam and joined their armies. Under Abd al-Malik’s successor, a 
Muslim force crossed the Strait of Gibraltar and took most of what is now 
Spain and Portugal. It was not until 732—exactly a century after the 
Prophet’s death—that a European Christian army stemmed the Muslim 
tide in central France. The greatest Arab thrust, though, was eastward 
from Persia. Muslim armies attacked the Turks, first in what is now Af¬ 
ghanistan, then in Transoxiana (the land beyond the Oxus River, or the 
Amu Darya), including Bukhara and Samarqand. They eventually reached 
China’s northwest border, which became the eastern limit of the Arab con¬ 
quests. Another force pushed north to the Aral Sea, adding Khwarizm to 
the lands of Islam. Yet another moved south, taking Baluchistan, Sind, and 
Punjab, roughly what is now Pakistan. 
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There was but one nut too tough to crack, the Byzantine Empire. From 
the time they conquered Syria, the Arabs seem to have felt that conquering 
all of Byzantium was their “manifest destiny,” much as the US viewed 
Canada and parts of Mexico in the nineteenth century. The Byzantines, 
though weakened by the loss of their Syrian and North African lands and 
shorn of their naval supremacy in the western Mediterranean, regarded 
the Arabs as a nuisance that, God willing, would soon pass away. They re¬ 
organized their army and the administration of Anatolia, making that 
highland area impregnable to Arab forces. Constantinople, guarded by 
thick walls, withstood three Umayyad sieges, the last of which involved an 
Arab fleet of a thousand ships and lasted from 716 to 718. Using “Greek 
fire,” probably a naphtha derivative, that ignited upon hitting the water 
and (with favorable winds) set fire to enemy ships, the Byzantines wiped 
out most of the Arab fleet. After that, the caliphs concluded that Byzan¬ 
tium was too hard to take. Gradually they stopped claiming to be the new 
“Roman” empire and adopted a neo-Persian aura instead. 


Fiscal Reforms 

Whether the caliphs took on the trappings of Roman emperors or Persian 
shahs, their government favored the Arabs and depended on their backing. 
But most of their subjects were not Arabs, and they paid most of the taxes. 
Even those who became Muslims still had to pay the Umayyads the same 
rates as those who did not convert. The main levies were (1) the zakat, 
which Muslims paid on their animals, farm produce, or business earnings, 
as the Quran specified; (2) a property tax paid to the umma > mainly by non- 
Muslims in conquered lands outside Arabia; and (3) a head tax or tribute 
paid by male Christians, Jews, and Zoroastrians in return for exemption 
from military service. The terminology and administration of these taxes 
were confusing and rigged against the mawali , the converts to Islam who 
had become as numerous as the tribal Arabs themselves. 

This problem was tackled by Umar II (r. 717-720), who alone among all 
the Umayyad caliphs is praised for his piety by later Muslim historians. 
Umar wanted to stop all fiscal practices that favored the Arabs and to treat 
all Muslims equally and fairly. When his advisers warned him that exempt¬ 
ing the mawali from the taxes paid by non-Muslims would cause numer¬ 
ous conversions to Islam and deplete his treasury, Umar retorted that he 
had not become commander of the believers to collect taxes and imposed 
his reforms anyway. As he also cut military expenditures, his treasury did 
not suffer, and he did gain Muslim converts. He must have wanted conver¬ 
sions, because he also placed humiliating restrictions on non-Muslims: 
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They could not ride horses or camels, only mules and donkeys; they had to 
wear special clothing that identified them as Jews or Christians; and they 
were forbidden to build new synagogues or churches without permission. 
These rules, collectively called the Covenant of Umar, were enforced by 
some of his successors and ignored by many others. We cannot generalize 
about the conditions of Jews and Christians under Muslim rule—they 
varied so greatly—but conversion to Islam was usually socially or eco¬ 
nomically motivated, not forced. It was Hisham (r. 724-743) who finally 
set the taxes into a system that would be upheld for the next thousand 
years: Muslims paid the zakat , property owners (with a few exceptions) 
paid on their land or buildings a tax called the kharaj, and Christian and 
Jewish men paid a per capita tax called th ejizya. 


The Downfall of the Umayyads 

Despite the fiscal reforms of Umar II and Hisham, the Umayyad caliphate 
remained an Arab kingdom. Muslims could endure this as long as the con¬ 
quests continued. But as they slowed down in the 740s, the Arab tribes 
that supplied most of the warriors became worthless because of their con¬ 
stant quarrels. A few of the later caliphs also seemed useless, with their 
hunting palaces, dancing girls, and swimming pools filled with wine. 
Some of them sided with one or the other of the tribal confederations, 
raising the danger that the slighted tribes would stir up bitter Shi’ite or 
Kharijite revolts. Hisham faced these problems bravely; his less able suc¬ 
cessors did not. 

Meanwhile, the mawali had become the intellectual leaders, the bureau¬ 
crats, and even the commercial elite of the umma, but the political and so¬ 
cial discrimination they had to endure dulled their support for the 
existing system. The best way for them to voice their discontent was to 
back dissident Muslim movements that might overthrow the Umayyads. 
Especially popular among the mawali was a group of Shi’i revolutionaries 
called—ambiguously—the Hashimites. As you can see from Figure 5.1 
(see Chapter 5), the name denotes Muhammad’s family. The “Hashimites,” 
as a conspiratorial group, concealed from outsiders just which branch of 
Shi’ism they were backing. In fact, their leaders descended from a son 
born to Ali by a woman other than Muhammad’s daughter. In the early 
eighth century, some of the Hashimites conferred their support on one 
branch of their clan, the Abbasids, so called because they had descended 
from Muhammad’s uncle Abbas. The Abbasids exploited these Shi’i revo- 
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lutionaries and disgruntled mawali in order to gain power. Their power 
center was Khurasan, in eastern Persia. 

The Umayyads > weakness was the Abbasids’ opportunity. The Arab 
tribes were bitterly divided, the army was demoralized, river irrigation 
had raised Iraq’s importance relative to Syria, popular opinion called for 
Muslim equality in place of Arab supremacy, and Khurasan was a prov¬ 
ince in which thousands of Arab colonists mixed with the native Persian 
landowners. There, in 747, a Persian named Abu-Muslim declared a revo¬ 
lution to support the Abbasids. Despite the heroic resistance of the last 
Umayyad caliph and his governor in Khurasan, the revolt spread. The Ab¬ 
basids reached Kufa in 749 and laid claim to the caliphate for an Abbasid 
named Abu al-Abbas. Abu-Muslim s troops crushed the Umayyads’ army 
in January 750, pursued their last caliph to Egypt, and killed him. Then 
they went on to wipe out all the living Umayyads and to scourge the 
corpses of the dead ones. The only member of the family who escaped 
was Abd al-Rahman I. After a harrowing journey across North Africa, he 
safely reached Spain, where he founded a rival caliphate that lasted almost 
three centuries. 


The Abbasid Caliphate 

The Abbasid revolution is generally viewed as a turning point in Islamic 
history. People used to think that it marked the overthrow of the Arabs by 
the Persians. This is partly true. The Abbasids were Arabs, proud of their 
descent from the Prophet’s uncle. Their partisans included Arabs and Per¬ 
sians, Sunni and Shi’i Muslims, all united by a desire to replace an Arab 
tribal aristocracy with a more egalitarian form of government based on 
the principles of Islam. Like other historic revolutions, the overthrow of 
the Umayyads reinforced trends that had already begun: the shift of the 
power center from Syria to Iraq, the rise of Persian influence in place of 
the Byzantine-Arab synthesis of Mu awiya and Abd al-Malik, the waning 
drive to take over all the Christian lands of Europe, and the growing inter¬ 
est in cultivating the arts of civilization. 

Even though most Westerners may not know who the Abbasids were, ref¬ 
erences to the caliph of Baghdad or Harun al-Rashid conjure up images of 
Disney’s Aladdin and The Arabian Nights —a never-never land of flying 
carpets, genies released from magic lamps, and treasures of gold and jewels. 
One could guess that the country was rich, that its rulers had the power of 
life and death over their subjects, and that the state religion was Islam. This 
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conjecture would prove true for the Abbasid Empire under its fifth caliph, 
Harun al-Rashid (r. 786-809). 


The Building of Baghdad 

When Abu al-Abbas, Harun s great-uncle, was acclaimed as the first Ab¬ 
basid caliph by Kufas people in 749, Baghdad was just a tiny Persian vil¬ 
lage a few miles up the Tigris River from the ruined Sasanid capital, 
Ctesiphon. The early Abbasids wanted to move the government to Iraq, 
and after trying a few other cities, Abu al-Abbas s brother and successor, 
Abu Ja far al-Mansur, eventually chose that site in 762 for his capital. He 
officially named it the “city of peace,” but it soon became better known by 
the name of the Persian village it replaced, Baghdad. It was located at ex¬ 
actly the point where the Tigris and Euphrates come closest together (see 
Map 6.1). A series of canals linking the rivers there made it easier to de¬ 
fend the site and also put Baghdad on the main trade route between the 
Mediterranean (hence Europe) and the Persian Gulf (hence Asia). River 
irrigation in Iraq was raising agricultural output. It was also an area in 
which Persian and Aramean culture remained strong. Finally, it was closer 
to the political center of gravity for an empire still stretching eastward to¬ 
ward India and China. 

Mansur wanted a planned capital, not a city that, like Kufa or Damascus, 
had long served other purposes. His architects gave him a round city. The 
caliphal palace and the main mosque fronted on a central square. Around 
them stood army barracks, government offices, and the homes of the chief 
administrators. A double wall with four gates girdled the city, and soon 
hundreds of houses and shops surrounded the wall. Across the Tigris rose 
the palace of the caliph s son, with a smaller entourage. The later caliphs 
built more palaces along the Tigris, which was spanned by a bridge of 
boats. The building of Baghdad was part of a public works policy by which 
the Abbasids kept thousands of their subjects employed and their immense 
wealth circulating. It was a popular policy, for it led to the construction of 
mosques, schools, and hospitals throughout the empire, but its success de¬ 
pended on general prosperity, for the people paid high taxes to support it. 


Public Piety 

The Abbasids made a public display of their piety, which had been their 
main justification for seizing power from the high-living Umayyads. 
Mahdi, the third Abbasid caliph, loved wine, music, and perfumed slave 
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girls, but he also paid handsomely to expand the courtyard surrounding 
the Ka’ba and to set up guard posts and wells along the pilgrimage routes 
in Arabia. Harun al-Rashid performed the hajj every few years throughout 
his life, hoping to earn divine merit. Most of the Abbasids displayed their 
generosity during the great Muslim feasts or at family celebrations, such as 
the birth or the circumcision of a prince. Harun personally led his army in 
a Muslim jihad across Anatolia that almost reached Constantinople before 
the Byzantines paid enough tribute to persuade the Abbasids to withdraw. 
Both merrymaking and holy wars were popular activities. 


Anti-Abbasid Revolts 

With so much public piety, you might think that the Abbasids could have 
avoided religious uprisings like the ones that had troubled the Umayyads. 
Not so. The revolts became more frequent and varied than ever before, re¬ 
flecting economic hardships and social discontent within the lands of Is¬ 
lam. Kharijite groups rebelled in Oman and North Africa, forming states 
of their own. The Shi’is were more dangerous, for they soon saw that the 
Abbasids had tricked them by using their help to oust the Umayyads. Two 
descendants of Hasan revolted in 762, one in Mecca and the other in 
Basra. To crush their revolts, Mansur’s troops killed thousands of Shi’i dis¬ 
sidents. In 788 another Shi’i led a Berber group in a rebellion that perma¬ 
nently severed Morocco from Abbasid rule. Shi’i revolts flared up in more 
areas than we can cover, but it is important to know that Shi’i Islam had 
now split into three branches, shown in Figure 5.1 (see Chapter 5). You 
will learn more about these sects in Chapter 7. 

Some of the revolts against Abbasid rule were anti-Islamic in spirit, es¬ 
pecially those in which Persians took part. Why were they so restive? A 
dark curtain had shrouded Persia’s history after the Arab conquests de¬ 
stroyed the Sasanid Empire, and for a century the Persians sank into 
shocked despair. Gradually they became Muslims, learned Arabic, and ad¬ 
justed to the new power relationships. The Umayyads’ fall in 750, followed 
by Iraq’s regeneration, drew the Persians out of their shock. Many would 
back any hero who could restore their lost prestige. 

Abu-Muslim was popular in Khurasan, where the Persians viewed him 
as their leader, not merely the standard-bearer of the Abbasid revolution. 
The first two Abbasid caliphs, Abu al-Abbas and Mansur, used him to de¬ 
feat the Umayyads and crush the Shi’is. But Mansur feared that his own 
dynasty could be overthrown by the Persians. They charged that Mansur 
treacherously summoned Abu-Muslim to his court and had him put to 
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death. Some Arabs called Abu-Muslim a zindiq (“heretic”), meaning that 
he may have practiced a pre-Islamic Persian religion. He remains a contro¬ 
versial figure. 

Abu-Muslim’s execution brought the Abbasids no peace. Revolts soon 
broke out in Khurasan. One of his friends, possibly a Zoroastrian, tried to 
destroy the Ka’ba. Then a “veiled prophet” claiming to be Abu-Muslim be¬ 
gan a rebellion that lasted almost twenty years. Backed by thousands, he 
robbed caravans, wrecked mosques, and virtually ruled Khurasan. Years 
later, Azerbaijan saw another reincarnation of Abu-Muslim, a Persian 
named Babak whose rebellion also lasted twenty years. These uprisings 
were inspired by Persia’s pre-Islamic religions, such as Zoroastrianism (the 
faith of the Sasanid rulers) and a peasant movement called Mazdakism. 
Moreover, the Manichaeans’ philosophical dualism survived or revived in 
Persia among the Zindiqs, but this group is hard to define, as pious Mus¬ 
lims used that name for most dissidents. 


Persians in Power 

The resurrection of Persian influence did not always take dissident forms. 
Hundreds of Persians, mainly from Iraq and Khurasan, rose to high posts 
within the army and the civil administration, replacing the Arabs and Syr¬ 
ians favored by the Umayyads. These men may have been more interested 
in the Sanskrit and Persian classics than their Arab colleagues would have 
liked them to be, but they also learned Arabic and carefully toed the Ab¬ 
basid line on religious matters. Some Persians became ulama and helped 
to shape Islam. Loyal to their Abbasid masters, they helped them suppress 
dissenting ideas and movements, but in fact they Persianized the state 
from within. 

As the central administration grew more complex, Persian bureaucratic 
families rose to power. The greatest of these was the Barmakids, of whom 
three generations served the Abbasids from Mansur to Harun al-Rashid as 
bursars, tax collectors, provincial governors, military commanders, tutors, 
companions, and chief ministers. The title they bore, pronounced wazir in 
Arabic and vizier in Persian, came to be applied to any high-ranking offi¬ 
cial. Originally meaning “burden-bearer,” it now is used to mean “cabinet 
minister” in most Middle Eastern languages. Harun unloaded many of his 
burdens onto his Barmakid viziers (one of whom, Ja’far, you may recall 
from Aladdin), until he realized that he had let them take too much of his 
power and wealth. Then he dramatically killed the one to whom he was 
most attached and locked up his father and brother. So sudden was the 
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move that many people ascribed it to a thwarted homosexual love affair 
that also involved a fictitious marriage between the murdered Barmakid 
and the caliphs sister, who later bore a child attributed to him. This ac¬ 
count may humanize a rather pompous caliphate, but a truer explanation 
is that the Barmakids’ power and prestige were eclipsing Harun s own po¬ 
sition. Either he or they had to go. How could Harun claim to be Gods 
representative on earth and the fountainhead of justice if everyone looked 
to the Barmakids for patronage? 

A less spectacular ladder for upwardly mobile Persians was a literary 
movement called the Shu ubiya. The Persians, especially in the bureaucratic 
class, used their knowledge of literature to prove their equality with (or su¬ 
periority over) the Arabs. After all, they reasoned, Persians had built and 
managed mighty empires, prospered, and created a high culture for cen¬ 
turies while the Arabs were riding camels in the desert. The Arabs were 
quick to accuse the Shu ubiya of attacking Islam and the Prophet, but its 
scholars and bureaucrats really sought equality within the system. 

The greatest threat to the Abbasids came from those Persians who broke 
away to form separate dynastic states in Persia. These included a general 
who founded the Tahirids (r. 820-873) and a coppersmith who started the 
durable Saffarids (r. 861-1465). Indeed, the Abbasids themselves were being 
Persianized by their harems. The caliphs had so many Persian wives or con¬ 
cubines that the genetic mix of the ninth-century Abbasids was more Per¬ 
sian than Arab. Harun s Persian mother pushed him into becoming caliph. 
The succession struggle between his two sons was intensified by the fact that 
the mother of Amin (r. 809-813) was Haruns Arab wife, whereas Mamun 
(the challenger and ultimate victor) was born of a Persian concubine. 


Mamun’s Caliphate 

Mamun (r. 813-833) deserves a high rank among the Abbasid caliphs, even 
though his rise to power resulted from a bloody civil war that almost 
wiped out Baghdad. A patron of scholarship, Mamun founded the Islamic 
equivalent of the legendary Sasanid academy in Jundishapur, a major intel¬ 
lectual center called Bayt al-Hikma (House of Wisdom). It included sev¬ 
eral schools, astronomical observatories in Baghdad and Damascus, an 
immense library, and facilities for the translation of scientific and philo¬ 
sophical works from Greek, Aramaic, and Persian into Arabic. 

Mamun s penchant for philosophical and theological debate led him to 
espouse a set of Muslim doctrines known collectively as the Mutazila. This 
system of theology began as an attempt to refute Persian Zindiqs and the 
Shu ubiya but became a rationalist formulation of Islam, stressing free will 
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over divine predestination. Under Mamun and his two successors, each 
high-ranking Muslim official or judge was tested by being asked whether 
he believed that God had created all things, including the Quran. A yes an¬ 
swer meant that he was a Mu’tazilite, one who opposed the popular idea 
that the Quran had eternally existed, even before it was revealed to Mu¬ 
hammad. (We will look at this issue carefully in Chapter 8.) The extreme 
rationalism of the Mu tazila antagonized the later Abbasids, who ended the 
test, and offended ordinary Muslims, who revered the Quran and believed 
that God had decreed all human acts. Mamun also tried to reconcile Sunni 
and Shi’i Muslims by naming the latter’s imam as his successor. The plan 
backfired. Iraq’s people resisted Mamun’s concession to a descendant of Ali. 
The imam in question died, probably of poison. 


The Decline of the Abbasids 

Given so many dissident sects, revolts, secessions, and intellectual disputes 
going on between 750 and 945, you may wonder how the Abbasids man¬ 
aged to rule their empire. In fact, as time passed, they no longer could. In 
addition to those aforementioned Shi’i and Kharijite states in the remote 
areas of their empire, the Abbasids appointed some governors who man¬ 
aged to pass down their provinces to their heirs. An Abbasid governor, sent 
by Harun in 800 to Tunis, founded his own dynasty, collectively known as 
the Aghlabids. Their rule, over what now are Tunisia and eastern Algeria, 
was beneficent; they built or restored irrigation works, mosques, and pub¬ 
lic buildings. Intermittent Arab and Berber revolts did not stop the Aghla¬ 
bids from raiding nearby Sicily, Italy, and southern France. These raids 
enhanced their prestige among Muslims at a time when Harun’s succes¬ 
sors were no longer taking Christian lands. Rather, Egypt’s Christians 
overthrew their Abbasid governor in 832, and a Byzantine navy invaded 
the Nile Delta some twenty years later. Ahmad ibn Tulun, sent by the Ab¬ 
basids in 868 to put Egypt in order, made the country virtually indepen¬ 
dent. As the Abbasids declined, the Byzantine Empire revived. Under its 
tenth-century Macedonian rulers, that Christian state would briefly retake 
southern Anatolia and even Syria. 

Ahmad ibn Tulun was a Turk. In the ninth century some Turkish tribes 
from Central Asia entered the Middle East, seeking grazing lands for their 
horses and employment for their warriors. Moreover, individual Turks were 
incorporated into the Abbasid ruling system. Some captured in war became 
slaves for the caliphs. But under al-Mu’tasim (r. 833-842) the induction of 
Turks into the service of the caliphate became more systematic and perva- 
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sive. Hundreds of boys were bought from traders in Central Asia, taken to 
Baghdad, converted to Islam, and trained to be soldiers, administrators, or 
domestic servants for the Abbasids. Taught from childhood to view the 
caliphs as their benefactors, these Turkic slaves seemed more trustworthy 
than the Persian mercenaries. Soon they became the strongest element in 
the Abbasid army. Then they were able to manipulate the caliphs and mur¬ 
der anyone they disliked. Hardy and disciplined, the Turks took over the 
caliphal state—both the capital and some of its provinces—from within. 


Conclusion 

The High Caliphate was the zenith of Arab political power. The Umayyads 
and Abbasids have come to be seen collectively as great Arab leaders, yet 
only a few of these caliphs merit such a tribute. Some were brave, generous, 
and farsighted; most are now forgotten. Naturally, Arab chroniclers praised 
wise and magnanimous rulers, slighting what was really done by viziers 
and ulama ., traders and sailors, let alone artisans and peasants. Improved 
river irrigation and long-distance trade enriched Muslim lands. The Arab 
conquests brought together people of diverse languages, religions, cultures, 
and ideas. Artistic and intellectual creativity flourished as a result. 

The political history, as you now know, was turbulent—a chronicle of 
palace coups, bureaucratic rivalries, and rural uprisings. Islam did not ef¬ 
face ethnic differences. Indeed, Muslim unity was turning into a facade, a 
polite fiction. No dramatic revolt toppled the Abbasids. Though their 
power ebbed away in the ninth and tenth centuries, their accumulated 
prestige and wealth enabled them to outlast most of the usurper dynasties. 
They went on producing caliphs in Baghdad until 1258, then in Cairo up to 
1517. But dry rot had set in during the Augustan age of Harun al-Rashid 
and Mamun, if not before, for the political unity of the umma had ended 
when the Umayyads had held on to Spain after 750. During the late ninth 
and tenth centuries, a welter of Muslim dynasties took control of the vari¬ 
ous parts of North Africa, Syria, and Persia. Finally Baghdad was captured 
in 945 by a Shi’i dynasty called the Buyids, and the Abbasids ceased to be 
masters even in their own house. 

The decline of the Abbasids mattered less than you might think. As the 
caliphate declined, other types of political leadership emerged to maintain 
and even increase the collective power of the Muslim world. New institu¬ 
tions sustained the feeling of community among Muslim peoples when 
the caliphate could no longer fulfill that function. Our next two chapters 
discuss these trends in greater depth. 




SEVEN 


Shi is and Turks, 
Crusaders and Mongols 


The period of Middle East history from the tenth through the thirteenth 
centuries challenges us. There is no one dynasty or country on which to 
focus our attention; our story jumps around. The Arabs were no longer 
dominant everywhere; they had given way to the Berbers in North Africa 
and to the Persians and Kurds in the lands east of the Euphrates River. Var¬ 
ious Central Asian peoples, Persian or Turkic in culture, came to dominate 
the successor states to the Abbasid caliphate, which lingered on in Bagh¬ 
dad but now had to obey other dynasties. Most of the Central Asians came 
in as slaves or hired troops for the Abbasids or their successors. Gradually 
they adopted Islam, learned Arabic and Persian, and became part of the 
culture of the Middle East. By the late tenth century, Turks on horseback 
entered the eastern lands in droves. Some, notably the Ghaznavids and the 
Seljuks, formed large empires. 

Some of the greatest Muslim dynasties of this era were Shi’i, but not all 
from the same sect. Although these sectarian splits affected what people 
thought and did, geopolitical and economic interests mattered more. The 
concept of being a Sunni or a ShPi Muslim had just begun to form. Once 
people started to think in these terms, though, leaders often rose to power 
by exploiting the sectarian feelings of influential groups within a given 
area. As soon as they were securely entrenched, they tended to adopt poli¬ 
cies that maintained a Muslim consensus. 

During this time, the Byzantines briefly retook Syria, Spanish Christians be¬ 
gan to win back the Iberian peninsula, and (most notoriously) Christians 
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from various European lands launched a series of crusades to recapture the 
“Holy Land” from the Muslims. Not all Muslim rulers aided their coreli¬ 
gionists, for some had ideological or economic reasons not to help rival 
Muslim states under Christian attack. The general effect of the Christian on¬ 
slaught, though, was to make Islam more militant by the twelfth century 
than it had ever been before. Declining Byzantine power in the eleventh cen¬ 
tury enabled the Muslim Turks to enter Anatolia, which had until then been 
a land of Greek-speaking, Orthodox Christians. Thus Christians were gain¬ 
ing in some areas and Muslims in others. Two centuries later, however, Is¬ 
lam’s heartland was hit by a dreadful disaster—the invasion of the Mongols, 
who had built up a great empire under fenghiz Khan and his heirs. Nearly 
every Muslim state in Asia was conquered or forced to pay tribute to the 
Mongols. Only an unexpected victory by the Mamluks of Egypt saved Mus¬ 
lim Africa from the same fate. 

You may be tempted to call this chapter “One Damned Dynasty After An¬ 
other,” because so many ruling families came and went, but you will soon 
see that Islamic civilization overcame sectarian disputes, throve despite 
Turkish infiltration and domination, drove out the Christian crusaders, and 
subverted the Mongol vision of a universal empire. Muslim civilization sur¬ 
vived because a growing majority of the people wanted to keep the coherent 
and comprehensive way of life made possible by Islam. It lived on because, 
in times of crisis, new leaders seized power and guided the governments 
and peoples of the various Middle Eastern lands. The dynasties founded by 
these leaders each underwent a cycle of growth, flowering, and decay, usu¬ 
ally lasting about one century. The names of the dynasties mentioned here 
may be forgettable, but please remember the dynamics of this period in 
Middle East history. 


Shi’i Islam in Power 

Periodization is a problem in any historical account, and certainly in Is¬ 
lamic history. How do we decide when one period ends and another be¬ 
gins? Once scholars used the dates of caliphal and dynastic reigns; now we 
look to broader trends, social as well as political, to spot the turning points. 
We could start this chapter in 909, when the Fatimids seized Tunis and 
founded a Shi’i anticaliphate that later moved to Cairo. Or it could begin 
in 945, when Baghdad, seat of the Abbasid caliphate, was taken by a very 
different Shi’i dynasty called the Buyids. In either case, this chapter’s first 
theme is the rise of Shi’ism as a political force. 
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The Major Sects of Islam 

As you know, we tend to identify Muslims as being Sunni, Shi’i, or Khari- 
jite. Sunni is often mistranslated as the “orthodox” version of Islam. Some 
Muslims apply the name Sunni to anyone who follows the recorded prac¬ 
tices (sunna) of Muhammad. But most people identify a Muslim as a Sunni 
if he or she acknowledged the Rashidun, Umayyad, and Abbasid caliphs as 
legitimate leaders of the umma because most other Muslims accepted their 
rule. The person in question might have been a mystic, a rationalist free¬ 
thinker, or a rebel against Islam’s laws; the Sunni designation is more polit¬ 
ical than theological. In addition, it usually indicates that the Muslim in 
question adhered to one of the four standard “rites” of Islamic law, which 
we explain in Chapter 8. Because these rites were not clearly established un¬ 
til the ninth or tenth century, calling someone a Sunni was a novelty, a reac¬ 
tion against Shi’i dominance. It also meant accepting the religious norms 
of the umma. 

A Shi’i Muslim, in contrast, is a partisan of Ali as Muhammad’s true suc¬ 
cessor, at least as imam (leader) or spiritual guide of the umma, and of one of 
the several lines of Ali’s descendants, shown in Figure 5.1 (see Chapter 5). 
Shi’is reject all other caliphs and all of Ali’s successors not in the “correct” 
line, whose members supposedly inherited from him perfect knowledge of 
the inner meaning of the Quran and the whole message of Muhammad. 
Given its essentially genealogical differences, Shi’ism split into many sects. 
Some grew up and died out early, such as the Hashimites, who supported a 
son of Ali born of a wife other than Fatima and then shifted their loyalty to 
the Abbasids just before they took power. Others stayed underground until 
the Abbasid caliphate grew weak, then surfaced in revolutionary movements. 

The three Shi’i sects you are most apt to read about are the Twelve-Imam 
(or Ja’fari) Shi’is, the Isma’ilis (sometimes called Seveners), and the Zaydis, 
all shown in Figure 5.1. The first group believed in a line of infallible imams 
extending from Ali to Muhammad al-Muntazar, who is thought to have 
vanished in 878 but will someday return to restore peace and justice on 
earth. The Isma’ilis had by then broken with the Twelve-Imam Shi’is over 
the designation of the seventh imam, maintaining that Isma’il was wrongly 
passed over in favor of his brother. Soon after Isma’il died in 760, his fol¬ 
lowers founded a revolutionary movement that led to the emergence of the 
Qarmatians in Arabia and Bahrain, then the Fatimids in Tunisia, later 
the Assassins in Syria and Persia, and (in modern times) the Agha Khan in 
India. The Zaydis had broken off even earlier. Zayd, who rebelled against 
Umayyad Caliph Hisham (r. 724-743), was to his followers the legitimate 
imam. By 900 Zayd’s descendants were leading independent states in the 
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Yemen and Tabaristan, both mountainous regions. Under the Zaydi sys¬ 
tem, each imam designated his own successor from among the members of 
his family. The Zaydi imams of Yemen ruled up to 1962, when an army 
coup ousted them and set off a long civil war. 

To round out this overview, let us remind you that the Kharijites were the 
Muslims who had turned against Ali in 657. They believed that neither he 
nor his descendants nor the Umayyads nor the Abbasids had any special 
claim on the leadership of the umma. They were prepared to obey any adult 
male Muslim who would uphold the laws of Islam. But, if he failed to do so, 
they would depose him. Even though their doctrines seemed anarchistic, 
some Kharijites did form dynastic states, notably in Algeria and Oman. 

As political unity broke down during the ninth and tenth centuries, vari¬ 
ous dynastic states emerged in the Middle East and North Africa in response 
to local economic or social needs. Most have been forgotten, but two Shi’i 
dynasties threatened the Sunni Abbasids in Baghdad: the Fatimids, who 
challenged their legitimacy, and the Buyids, who ended their autonomy. 


The Fatimid Caliphate 

The Fatimids appeared first. You may note that their name looks like that 
of Fatima, Muhammad’s daughter who married Ali and bore Hasan and 
Husayn. This choice of names was deliberate. The dynasty’s founder, 
called Ubaydallah (Little Abdallah) by the Sunnis and al-Mahdi (Rightly 
Guided One) by his own followers, claimed descent from Fatima and Ali. 
He proposed to overthrow the Abbasid caliphate and restore the leader¬ 
ship of Islam to the house of Ali, hoping for Shi’i—specifically Isma’ili— 
support. Perhaps because Isma’il’s surviving teenaged son had vanished at 
a time when other Shi’i sects either had living imams or had exhausted 
themselves in failed revolts, the Isma’ilis had become an underground rev¬ 
olutionary movement, based in Syria. During the late eighth and ninth 
centuries, Isma’ili Shi’ism slowly won support from disgruntled classes or 
clans throughout the Muslim world. Toward this end, it formed a network 
of propagandists and a set of esoteric beliefs, the gist of which had al¬ 
legedly been passed down from Muhammad, through Ali and his succes¬ 
sors, to Isma’il, who had enlightened a few followers before his death. 

The Isma’ilis formed secret cells, held complex doctrines, and spread 
propaganda against the established order. One branch of the Isma’ilis, the 
Qarmatians, formed a bedouin republic in Bahrain, and its enemies ac¬ 
cused it of promoting communal marriages and shared property owner¬ 
ship. The Qarmatians gained support in other parts of the Muslim world, 
but they deviated from the Isma’ili leadership in Syria. Ubaydallah over- 
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threw the Aghlabids, Muslim Arabs tied to the Abbasid caliphate, and 
seized their North African empire in 909 by allying himself with Berber 
nomads. These spirited rebels embraced Shi’ism in their revolt against 
their Sunni Aghlabid overlords. 

To the Fatimids, Tunisia seemed too remote a base from which to build 
a new universal Muslim empire to replace the faltering Abbasids. As they 
strengthened their corps of Isma’ili propagandists throughout the Muslim 
world, they hoped to capture Baghdad. Instead, they found Egypt, a land 
that had played a surprisingly minor role in early Islamic history. It had 
been ruled by various dynasties since Ahmad ibn Tulun had broken away 
from Baghdad in 868. While fighting the Byzantine navy in the Mediterra¬ 
nean, the Fatimid general Jawhar saw that Egypt was in political chaos and 
gripped by famine. In 969 Jawhar entered Fustat, without any resistance, 
and declared Egypt a bastion of Isma’ili Shi’ism. Then the Fatimid caliph, 
Mu’izz, came with his family and government from Tunis to Egypt. It is 
said that a welcoming deputation of ulama challenged him to prove his 
descent from Ali. Mu’izz unsheathed his sword, exclaiming, “Here is my 
pedigree!” Then he scattered gold coins among the crowd and shouted, 
“Here is my proof.” They were easily won over. 

The Fatimid caliphs chose a site north of Fustat for the capital of what they 
hoped would be the new Islamic empire. They called their city al-Qahira 
(meaning “the conqueror,” referring to the planet Mars); we know it as 
Cairo. It soon eclipsed Fustat in size and prosperity and rivaled Baghdad 
as the Middle East’s leading city. Its primacy as an intellectual center was en¬ 
sured by the founding of a mosque-university called al-Azhar, where for two 
centuries the Fatimids trained Isma’ili propagandists. Cairo and al-Azhar 
oudasted the Fatimids and remained respectively the largest city and the 
most advanced university in the Muslim world up to the Ottoman conquest 
in 1517. Today Cairo, with its 15 million inhabitants, is again Islam’s largest 
city, and al-Azhar remains a major university drawing Muslim scholars 
from many lands. 

The Fatimid government in Egypt was centralized and hierarchical. It 
promoted long-distance trade but not agriculture, for it neglected the Nile 
irrigation works. Like many Muslim states then and later, the Fatimids set 
up an army of slave-soldiers imported from various parts of Asia. Their 
strong navy helped them to take Palestine, Syria, and the Hijaz, but they 
lost control over their North African lands. 

Surprisingly, the Fatimids did not try to convert their Sunni Muslim 
subjects to Isma’ili Shi’ism. They respected the religious freedom of the 
many Christians and Jews over whom they ruled. The exception was 
Caliph al-Hakim (r. 996-1021), who has been depicted as a madman who 
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persecuted Christians, destroyed their churches, killed stray dogs, out¬ 
lawed certain foods, and eventually proclaimed himself divine. Modern 
scholars think that Hakim s hostility was aimed mainly against Orthodox 
Christians; he accused them of backing the Byzantines, who had just re¬ 
taken part of Syria. He also issued sumptuary decrees to fight a famine 
caused by his predecessors' neglect of Nile irrigation. Far from claiming to 
be God, he ended distinctions between Isma'ilis and other Muslims. One 
day he vanished in the hills east of Cairo; his body was never found. 

Hakims bad name among Muslims may be due to the preaching done 
on his behalf by an Ismaili shaykh, Darazi, who convinced some Syrian 
mountain folk that Hakim was divine. These Syrians built up a religion 
around the propaganda of Darazi, from whom they took the collective 
name of Duruz, and hence Druze. The Druze sect is a secret one that com¬ 
bines esoteric aspects of Isma’ili Shi'ism with the beliefs and practices of 
other Middle Eastern religions. As mountaineers, the Druze people could 
not be controlled by Muslim rulers in the low-lying areas. Muslim histori¬ 
ans came to consider them troublemakers as well as heretics. They survive 
even today and take part in the tangled politics of present-day Syria and 
Lebanon. Some own estates, and many have become army officers. In 
northern Israel some Druze back the Jewish state and serve in its armed 
forces. A proud and hardy people, the Druze share the language and cul¬ 
ture of the Arabs, but their desire to retain their religious identity has kept 
them distinct politically. 

The Fatimids ruled Egypt for two centuries, a long time for a Muslim dy¬ 
nasty, but they seem to have done better at building a strong navy and a 
rich trading center than at spreading their domains or their doctrines. 
Could they have won more converts? Sunni Islam seemed to be waning in 
the tenth and early eleventh centuries. The Abbasid caliphs were no longer 
credible claimants to universal sovereignty, for they had become captives of 
the Buyids, who were Persian and Shi'i. In fact, the strongest states resisting 
Fatimid expansion were already Shi’i, and they were not impressed by these 
self-styled caliphs with their propagandists and their fake genealogies. 


The Buyid Dynasty 

Best known for having captured Baghdad and the Abbasids in 945, the 
Buyids were one of several dynasties that helped revive Persian sovereignty 
and culture. By this time Persia was completing its recovery from the Arab 
conquest. This revival had already been manifest in Abu-Muslim’s revolu¬ 
tion, the later sects that rebelled in his name, the Shu ubiya literary move¬ 
ment, the Barmakid viziers, Caliph Mamun's victory over his brother, and 
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the ninth-century establishment of local Persian dynasties. During the 
tenth century, all Persia came to be ruled by such families: the Shi’i Buyids 
in the west and the Sunni Samanids in the east. Both consciously revived 
the symbols and practices of Persia’s pre-Islamic rulers, the Sasanids. Per¬ 
sian language, literature, and culture made a major comeback at this time, 
but attempts to revive Zoroastrianism failed. 

The Buyid family consisted of several branches concurrently ruling dif¬ 
ferent parts of Iraq and western Persia; indeed, the dynasty was founded by 
three brothers, each with his own capital. The most important was Isfahan, 
in the prospering province of Fars, rather than Baghdad, whose politics 
were turbulent and whose agricultural lands were declining. All Buyids 
were Twelve-Imam Shi’is, but they tolerated other Muslim sects. Although 
they allowed the Abbasids to retain the caliphate, they confined them to 
their Baghdad palace and took away their means of support. One Abbasid 
caliph was blinded, another was reduced to begging in the street; but the in¬ 
stitution of the caliphate was a useful fiction because it stood for the unity 
of the umma. The Buyids’ foreign policy was friendly to Christian Byzan¬ 
tium, to whoever was ruling Egypt, and to the Isma’ili Qarmatians. They 
were hostile to their Twelve-Imam Shi’i neighbors, the Hamdanids of Mo¬ 
sul, and to their fellow Persians, the Samanids of Khurasan. In short, when 
making alliances the Buyids heeded their economic interests more than any 
racial or religious affinities. 

Domestically, the Buyids let their viziers govern for them, promoted 
trade and manufacturing, and expanded a practice begun under the Ab¬ 
basids of making land grants (iqtas) to their chief soldiers and bureaucrats 
instead of paying them salaries. The iqta was supposed to be a short-term 
delegation of the right to use a piece of state-owned land or other property. 
Under the Buyids, though, it came to include the right to collect the land 
tax (kharaj) and to pass on the property to one’s heirs. The iqta system 
often caused landowners to gouge the peasants and neglect the irrigation 
works so necessary to Middle Eastern agriculture. More harmful to Buyid 
interests was the shifting trade routes from Iraq toward Egypt and also to¬ 
ward lands farther east. 


The Turks 


Before we can learn the fate of the Buyids, we must turn to Central Asia. 
Both the century of Shi’ism and the Persian revival were cut short by 
events taking place there, notably the rise of the Turks. The origin of the 
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Turkic peoples has been lost in the mists of legend; we will know little un¬ 
til archaeologists have excavated more of Central Asia and Mongolia, the 
probable birthplace of the Turks. We do know that they started as no¬ 
madic shepherds who rode horses and used two-humped camels to carry 
their burdens, although some became settled farmers and traders. Their 
original religion revolved around shamans, who were wizards supposedly 
capable of healing the sick and communicating with the world beyond. 
The shaman s spirit was thought to be able to leave his body at will. He 
also served as the guardian of tribal lore. 


Early Turkic Civilization 

Around 550 the Turks set up a tribal confederation called Gokturk, which 
Chinese sources call the Tujueh. Its vast domains extended from Mongolia 
to the Ukraine. But soon the Tujueh Empire split into an eastern branch, 
which later fell under the sway of China’s Tang dynasty, and a western one, 
which became allied with Byzantium against the Sasanids and later fell 
back before the Arab conquests. This early empire exposed the Turks to 
the main sixth-century civilizations: Byzantium, Persia, China, and India. 
It also led some Turks to espouse such religions as Nestorian Christianity, 
Manichaeism, and Buddhism. Some had even developed a writing system. 

The transmission of cultures among the various Eurasian regions seems 
incredible until you stop to think that people and horses have crossed the 
steppes and deserts for ages, forming one of the world’s oldest highways, 
the Great Silk Route. In the eighth century a group of eastern Turks, the 
Uighurs, formed an empire on Chinas northwestern border. Its official reli¬ 
gion was Manichaeism, and its records were kept in a script resembling Ara¬ 
maic. This shows how far the Turks could take some of the ideas and customs 
they had picked up in the Middle East. Meanwhile, one of the western Turkic 
tribes, the Khazars, adopted Judaism, hoping to get along with its Christian 
and Muslim trading partners, while distancing itself from both sides. 


The Islamization of the Turks 

Eventually, though, most Turkic peoples became Muslim. The Islami¬ 
zation process was gradual, and it varied from one tribe to another. Once 
the Arab armies crossed the Oxus River—if not long before then—they 
encountered Turks. Even in Umayyad times, some Turks became Muslims 
and served in the Arab armies in Transoxiana and Khurasan. Under the 
Abbasids, you may recall, the Turks became numerous and powerful in 
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the government. The first Turkic soldiers for Islam were probably prison¬ 
ers of war who were prized for their skill as mounted archers but viewed 
as slaves. Most historians think that the institution of slavery grew in Ab- 
basid lands to the point where some tribes would sell their boys (or turn 
them over as tribute) to the caliphs, who would have them trained as dis¬ 
ciplined soldiers or skilled bureaucrats. These slaves became so imbued 
with Islamic culture that they no longer identified with their original 
tribes. In addition, whole Turkic tribes, after they had embraced Islam, 
were hired by the Abbasids or their successors (notably the Samanids) as 
ghazis (Muslim border warriors) to guard their northeastern boundaries 
against the non-Muslim Turks. As for Turkic inclinations toward either 
Sunnism or Shi’ism, those Turks who served a particular Muslim dynasty 
usually took on its political coloring. The ghazis cared little about such po¬ 
litical or doctrinal disputes. Their practice of Islam reflected what had 
been taught to them by Muslim merchants, mendicants, and mystics, 
combined with some of their own pre-Islamic beliefs and practices. 


The Ghaznavids 

Two Turkish dynasties, both Sunni and both founded by ghazi warriors for 
the Samanid dynasty, stand out during this era: the Ghaznavids and the 
Seljuks. The Ghaznavids got their name from Ghazna, a town located 90 
miles (145 kilometers) southwest of Kabul (the capital of modern Afghani¬ 
stan), because their leader received that region as an iqta from the Samanids 
in return for his services as a general and a local governor. The first Ghaz- 
navid rulers, Sebuktegin (r. 977-997) and his son Mahmud (r. 998-1030), 
parlayed this iqta into an immense empire, covering at its height (around 
1035) what would now be eastern Iran, all of Afghanistan and Pakistan, and 
parts of northern India. It was the Ghaznavids who extended Muslim rule 
into the Indian subcontinent, although their efforts to force Hindus to 
adopt Islam have discredited them among some Indians. 


The Seljuk Empire 

The other major dynasty, the Seljuks, takes its name from a pagan Turkic 
chieftain who converted to Islam about 956. Later he enrolled his clan as 
warriors for the Samanids. Seljuks descendants became one of the ablest 
ruling families in Islamic history (see Map 7.1). They made themselves in¬ 
dispensable first to the Samanids and then to the Ghaznavids as ghazis in 
Transoxiana against the pagan Turks. In return, they received iqta’s , which 
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they used to graze their horses and to attract other Islamized Turkic tribes, 
who would occupy the grazing lands with their sheep and goats, horses 
and camels. As more Turkic tribes joined the Seljuks, they increased their 
military strength as well as their land hunger. The trickle became a flood; 
in 1040 the Seljuks and their allies defeated the Ghaznavids and occupied 
Khurasan. The Buyids had grown weak, leaving western Persia and Iraq 
open to these military adventurers who had the encouragement of the 
Abbasid caliph himself, eager to welcome Sunni Muslims. 

When the Turks, thus encouraged, entered Baghdad in 1055, it was not to 
wipe out Arab sovereignty but to bring back caliphal authority, at least in 
name. The Turco-Abbasid alliance was cemented by the marriage of the 
Seljuk leader to the caliphs sister, and the caliph recognized him as regent 
of the empire and sultan (which might be translated as “authority”) in both 
the East and the West. Soon the title was for real, as the Seljuks went on to 
take Azerbaijan, Armenia, and finally most of Anatolia following a major 
victory over the Byzantines at Manzikert in 1071. You would have to go 
back to the ninth century, when the Aghlabids took Sicily and raided the 
coasts of France and Italy, to find a time when a Muslim ruler had so suc¬ 
cessfully waged a war against Christendom. Not since the early Abbasids 
had so much land been held by one Muslim dynasty. Malikshah, the sultan 
at the height of Seljuk power, ruled over Palestine, Syria, part of Anatolia, 
the Caucasus Mountains, all of Iraq and Persia, plus parts of Central Asia 
up to the Aral Sea and beyond the Oxus River. The Seljuk Turks claimed to 
be the saviors of Islam. 

The Seljuk success story was too good to last. Soon after Malikshah s 
death in 1092, the empire began to crumble. By the end of the twelfth cen¬ 
tury nothing was left except a part of Anatolia ruled by a branch called the 
Rum Seljuks. Rum meant Anatolia, which historically was part of the 
Byzantine Empire, and that empire, in turn, called itself Rome , which is 
why the Arabs, Persians, and Turks all called the area Rum. The Turkish 
“Rome,” with its capital at Konya, lasted until about 1300. The Seljuk lega¬ 
cies helped transform the Middle East and can be summarized as follows: 
(1) the influx of Turkic tribes from Central Asia; (2) the Turkification of 
eastern Persia and northern Iraq, most of Azerbaijan, and later Anatolia 
(the land we now call Turkey); (3) the restoration of Sunni rule in south¬ 
west Asia; (4) the spread of Persian institutions and culture (which the 
Seljuks greatly admired); (5) the development of the madrasa (mosque- 
school) for training ulama in Islamic law; (6) the regularization of the iqta ’ 
system for paying the tribal troops; and (7) the weakening of the Byzantine 
Empire in Anatolia, long its main power center. 
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The Crusades 

The last of these enumerated results of Seljuk rule opened a new chapter in 
the history of Christian-Muslim relations. The Byzantines worried about 
the encroachment of Muslim Turkic nomads on the lands of Christian 
Greek peasants and were alarmed by the rise of Seljuk power during the 
eleventh century—so alarmed, in fact, that the Byzantine emperor begged 
the Roman pope, with whom the Greek Orthodox church had broken de¬ 
finitively forty years earlier, to save his realm from the Muslim menace. 
Pope Urban II, hardly a friend of the Byzantine Empire, responded to the 
call for help—but for his own reasons. Eager to prove the papacy’s power in 
relation to the secular rulers of Christendom, Urban in 1095 made a speech 
inviting all Christians to join in a war to regain Jerusalem’s Holy Sepulcher 
from “the wicked race.” This call to arms inaugurated the first of a series of 
Christian wars, known to history as the Crusades. 

As the Crusades have inspired so many popular novels, films, and televi¬ 
sion programs, you may know something about what seems a romantic 
episode in the history of medieval Europe. Many Catholics and Protes¬ 
tants have learned a positive view of the Crusaders from their religious ed¬ 
ucation. Many school and college sports teams are called the Crusaders; 
rarely is one called the Saracens (the word used for Arabs by the Crusaders 
themselves). However, this early confrontation between the Middle East 
and the West is less fondly recalled by Muslims in general and by Syrians 
and Palestinians in particular. 


Their Beginning 

The emergence of the Turks in the Middle East was paralleled in Europe 
by the rise of the Norsemen (also called Northmen, Normans, or Vikings), 
who breathed new life into a poor and backward region. The resulting 
success of the Christian armies in pushing back the Muslims in Spain and 
Sicily encouraged European kings and princes. During this time, travel 
overland or across the Mediterranean to the Middle East for trade or pil¬ 
grimage was increasing. One of the telling points in Pope Urban’s speech 
was his accusation that the Muslims (probably the Seljuks) were disrupt¬ 
ing the Christian pilgrimage to Jerusalem. 

Thousands of volunteers, mighty and lowly, rich and poor, northern and 
southern Europeans, left their homes and fields in response to the papal 
call. Younger sons from large noble families, unable to inherit their fathers’ 
lands, wanted to win new estates for themselves. Led by the ablest Euro- 
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pean generals of the day (but not by rulers), the soldiers of the Cross joined 
up with the Byzantines in 1097. They took Antioch after a nine-month 
siege, progressed southward along the Syrian coast, and reached the walls 
of Jerusalem in June 1099. Only 1,000 Fatimid troops guarded the city. Af¬ 
ter six weeks of fighting, the 15,000 Crusaders managed to breach the walls. 
Both Muslim and Christian accounts attest to the bloodbath that followed, 
as thousands of noncombatant Jews, Muslims, and even native Christians 
were beheaded, shot with arrows, thrown from towers, tortured, or burned 
at the stake. Human blood flowed knee-deep in the streets of Jerusalem. 
The Dome of the Rock was stripped of hundreds of silver candelabra and 
dozens of gold ones, and then turned into a church. 

Once the Holy Sepulcher was back in Christian hands, some of the Euro¬ 
pean and Byzantine soldiers went home, but many stayed to colonize the 
conquered lands. Four Crusader states were established: the kingdom of 
Jerusalem, the principality of Antioch, and the counties of Tripoli and 
Edessa. The Crusaders also shored up a tiny state called Little Armenia, 
formed in southwest Anatolia by Armenian Christians who had fled from 
the conquering Seljuks. The Armenians would remain the Crusaders 5 
staunchest allies. 


Muslim Reactions 

You may ask how Islam, supposedly reinvigorated by the Turks’ influx, 
stood by and let the Crusaders in. To some extent, the Crusaders were 
lucky. By the end of the eleventh century, Seljuk rule in Syria and Palestine 
had broken up. Their successor states were fighting one another. The Shi’i 
Fatimids farther south cared little about stopping an invasion that, until it 
reached Jerusalem, took lands from Sunni rulers. The Abbasid caliph in 
Baghdad was helpless; it is wrong to suppose that he was an Islamic pope 
who could command all Muslims to wage jihad against the Crusaders. Be¬ 
sides, the lands taken by the Crusaders were inhabited mainly by Christians 
of various sects, some of whom did not mind Catholic rule, or by Jews, 
Druze, or dissident Muslims. The Crusaders never took a city that really 
mattered to the political or economic life of Islam, such as Aleppo, Damas¬ 
cus, Mosul, Baghdad, or Cairo. Relative to the Muslim world in 1100 as a 
whole, the First Crusade was only a sideshow. 

Why, then, did it take the Muslims so long to drive the Crusaders out. 
Part of the reason is that then, as now, they were divided into many quar¬ 
reling states. Some Muslim rulers even formed alliances with the Cru¬ 
saders against their own coreligionists. Fatimid Egypt usually had close 
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ties with the Crusader states because of the lucrative trade going on be¬ 
tween Alexandria and such Italian ports as Venice and Genoa. 

The first turning point came in 1144, when Mosul’s governor, Zengi, 
who had carved a kingdom from the decaying Seljuk Empire in eastern 
Syria, captured Edessa from the Crusaders. The Second Crusade, led by 
the Holy Roman Emperor and the king of France, tried to take Damascus 
and thus the Syrian hinterland, including Edessa. The Crusaders botched 
the attack, however, and Islam resumed the offensive. Zengi had mean¬ 
while been killed by one of his slaves, but his son, Nur al-Din, proved to be 
a worthy successor. Soon he controlled all of Syria, except for the narrow 
coastal strip still held by the Crusaders. 


The Rise of Salah al-Din 

The scene then shifted to Egypt, still under the Fatimid caliphs, who were 
by then declining. They had gradually given their powers over to their 
viziers, who commanded the army and directed the bureaucracy. Both 
Nur al-Din in Damascus and the Crusader king of Jerusalem coveted the 
rich Nile Valley and Delta. But Nur al-Din got the upper hand through the 
political acumen of his best general, a Kurd named Shirkuh. Shirkuh had a 
nephew aiding him, Salah al-Din, known to the West as Saladin. Serving 
their patron, Shirkuh and Salah al-Din fended off a Crusader invasion of 
Egypt and won for themselves the Fatimid vizierate. As the last Fatimid 
caliph lay dying, Salah al-Din quietly arranged to replace mention of his 
name in the Friday mosque prayers with that of the Abbasid caliph. In ef¬ 
fect, Egypt rejected Shi’ism, a change hailed by the country’s Sunni major¬ 
ity. In practical terms, it meant that Egypt was now led by a lieutenant of 
Nur al-Din, Syria’s ruler, for Salah al-Din proclaimed himself sultan as 
soon as the Fatimid caliph died in 1171. 

Salah al-Din seized power in Syria after Nur al-Din died three years 
later, but he needed at least a decade to overcome challenges by the Shi’is, 
particularly that colorful Isma’ili offshoot called the Assassins. Then he 
managed to take Jerusalem and most of Palestine from the Crusaders be¬ 
tween 1187 and 1192. Salah al-Din was a master at perceiving his enemies’ 
weaknesses and his own opportunities in time to exploit them. Both Mus¬ 
lim and Christian historians portray him as a paragon of bravery and 
magnanimity (what we call chivalry and the Arabs call muruwwa) y unlike 
some of his Christian foes. For example, Reginald of Chatillon, one of the 
Crusader princes, raided caravans of Muslim pilgrims going to Mecca. 
When Salah al-Din sought revenge, he held off attacking Reginald’s castle 
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when told that a wedding feast was going on inside. Yet he could be vindic¬ 
tive toward Muslims who disagreed with him; he had many of the Fatimid 
courtiers and poets publicly crucified in Cairo. The Muslim mystic Suh- 
rawardi was executed at his command. 

Most Europeans thought that Salah al-Din had a master plan to drive the 
Crusaders out of the Middle East. If so, he did not wholly succeed, for he 
failed to dislodge them from much of what we now call Lebanon. The Third 
Crusade, which lured France's King Philip and England's Richard the Lion- 
heart to Palestine, took Acre from Salah al-Din in 1191. Some scholars think 
that he wanted to restore Muslim unity under the Abbasid caliphate, but his 
aims were less grandiose. Salah al-Din did manage to unite Egypt and Syria 
under his own family, which became the Ayyubid dynasty. The Ayyubids 
went on ruling these lands, though not always wisely or well, for almost two 
generations after Salah al-Din s death. Although the Abbasid caliphate did 
revive at this time, the lands it recovered were in Iraq and Persia. Stranger 
still, in 1229 the Ayyubid sultan in Cairo chose to lease Jerusalem back to the 
Crusaders, who also held the coast of Syria and Palestine. Twice they raided 
the Egyptian Delta. Egypt's Ayyubids resisted the Christian raiders, using 
their Turkic slave soldiers, called Mamluks, who then took over the country 
for themselves. 

In general, Muslim militancy and intolerance grew in response to the 
Crusader challenge, and the Ayyubid dynasty's founder, Salah al-Din, is 
revered as a symbol of Muslim resistance to the Christian West. Because he 
took Jerusalem back from the Crusaders, Muslims regained their self- 
confidence—just in time to face a far fiercer challenge from the East. 


The Mongol Invasion 

The unwelcome interlopers from Asia were the Turks' cousins—the Mon¬ 
gols. For centuries these hardy nomads had inhabited the windswept 
plateau north of the Gobi Desert, occasionally swooping down on China 
or on the caravans that plied the Great Silk Route linking China, India, 
and Persia. Most Mongols had kept aloof from the civilizations and reli¬ 
gions surrounding them, worshiping their own deity, Tengri (Eternal Blue 
Sky). But in the late twelfth century, a warrior chieftain known as Jenghiz 
Khan united the eastern Mongol tribes into a great confederation. He 
started making forays into northern China but then turned abruptly to¬ 
ward Central Asia in response to a call for help from Turks who were being 
oppressed by a rival Mongol confederation called the Kara-Khitay. After 
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he annexed their lands, Jenghiz faced the ambitious but foolhardy Prince 
Muhammad of the Khwarizm-Shah Turks. From 1218 to 1221 the Mon¬ 
gols chased Muhammad’s army, laying waste to the great cities and some 
of the farmlands of Transoxiana, Khwarizm, and Khurasan. The atrocities 
perpetrated by the Mongol armies defy description: They slaughtered 
700,000 inhabitants of Merv; their engineers broke the dams near Gurganj 
to flood the city after it had been taken; they poured molten gold down 
the throat of a Muslim governor; they carried off thousands of Muslim ar¬ 
tisans to Mongolia as slaves, most of them dying on the way; they stacked 
the heads of Nishapur’s men, women, and children in pyramids; and they 
even killed dogs and cats in the streets. The Mongols hoped to paralyze the 
Muslims with such fear that they would never dare to fight back. 

Jenghiz Khan’s death in 1227 gave Islam a respite, during which his suc¬ 
cessors ravaged China, Russia, and eastern Europe. But one of his sons 
sent a large army into Azerbaijan, from which the Mongols could threaten 
both the Christian kingdoms of the Caucasus Mountains and the Muslims 
of Iraq and Anatolia. One result of this incursion was the defeat of the 
Rum Seljuks in 1243. The Mongols reduced them to vassal status and let 
the Turkish tribes carve up Anatolia into dozens of principalities. Another 
result was a lasting alliance between the Mongols and the kingdom of Lit¬ 
tle Armenia (which had earlier backed the Crusaders against Islam). This 
led many Europeans to think that a greater alliance between the Mongol 
East and the Christian West would crush the Muslim world forever. 


Destruction of the Caliphate 

As it happened, the Mongols needed no help. In 1256 Hulegu, a grandson 
of Jenghiz, renewed the attack. He may have been spurred into action by 
the envoys sent to the Mongol court by the kings of Europe, but he spurned 
their alliance offers. Although Hulegu was a pagan, his wife was a Nestorian 
Christian who might have inspired his hatred of Islam. The continued exis¬ 
tence of the Abbasid caliph, with even a shadowy claim to the obedience of 
millions of Muslims, offended Hulegu, who could brook no rivals. After 
wiping out the Assassins, who had terrorized Sunni Muslims for two cen¬ 
turies, the Mongols crossed the Zagros Mountains into Iraq. The caliph’s 
army resisted bravely until the Mongols flooded its camp, drowning thou¬ 
sands. Hulegu’s forces proceeded to bombard Baghdad with heavy rocks 
flung from catapults until the caliph surrendered in February 1258. Then 
the Mongols pillaged the city, burned its schools and libraries, destroyed its 
mosques and palaces, murdered possibly a million Muslims (the Christians 
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Hulegu Khan 


H ulegu Khan (c. 1216-1265) was the grandson of Jenghiz Khan and the 
younger brother of Mongke Khan. In 1255 Mongke, as ruler of the great 
Mongol khanate, dispatched Hulegu at the head of a large army to conquer 
the Muslim lands of Persia, Iraq, and greater Syria. 

Although as a young man Hulegu was interested in philosophy and science, 
he gave up these pursuits when summoned to command a great Mongol 
horde. Although by religion he was a lifelong pantheist, both his mother and 
favorite wife were Nestorian Christians. 

Hulegu moved slowly southwest with his army and crossed the Oxus River, 
the frontier between Mongol-ruled lands and Persia, only in 1256. Then he 
rapidly subdued the Isma ilis and put an end to their infamous Assassins head¬ 
quartered at Alamut. In 1257 he sent emissaries to the Caliph Mustasim in 
Baghdad, calling on him to accept Mongol suzerainty, as his predecessors had 
submitted to the Seljuk Turks. Mustasim, the thirty-seventh Abbasid caliph, 
was sure that any attack on Baghdad would unite the Muslim world behind 
him, and he rejected the Mongol demands. Hulegu replied with the following: 

When I lead my army against Baghdad in anger, whether you hide in 
heaven or in earth I will bring you down from the spinning spheres; I will 
toss you in the air like a lion. I will leave no one alive in your realm. I 
will burn your city, your land, and yourself. If you wish to spare yourself 
and your venerable family, give heed to my advice with the ear of intelli¬ 
gence. If you do not, you will see what God has willed. 

Hulegu carried out his threats in January and February 1258. He destroyed 
Baghdad, killing at least 80,000 of its inhabitants, including the caliph. He 
then withdrew his forces into Azerbaijan, which became the center for the 
Mongol Il-Khanid dynasty that would rule the eastern Muslim lands. Later in 
1258 he once more set out to conquer Syria, taking Aleppo and Damascus 
with ease. By 1260 the Mongols had reached southern Palestine and Egypt’s 
Sinai frontier. 

At this point Hulegu received news that his brother Mongke Khan had died, 
and the ensuing succession struggle led him to return home with most of his 
army. This turn of events enabled the Mamluk forces from Egypt to defeat a 
diminished Mongol army at Ayn Jalut in 1260. 

Even if the Mongols had maintained their forces at full strength, they proba¬ 
bly could not have conquered Egypt. The Mongol armies traveled with thou¬ 
sands of horses and tens of thousands of sheep and cattle. A pastoral society on 
the move needs plenty of land to support its animals, and the Sinai and Ara¬ 
bian deserts would have posed an impenetrable barrier to Hulegus hordes. 
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and Jews were spared), and finally executed all the Abbasids by wrapping 
them in carpets and having them trampled beneath their horses’ hooves. 
Until the stench of the dead forced Hulegu and his men out of Baghdad, 
they loaded their horses, packed the scabbards of their discarded swords, 
and even stuffed some gutted corpses with gold, pearls, and precious 
stones, to be hauled back to the Mongol capital. It was a melancholy end to 
the independent Abbasid caliphate, to the prosperity and intellectual glory 
of Baghdad, and, some historians think, to Arabic civilization itself. 


Mamluk Resistance 

The world of Islam did not vanish. Its salvation came from the Mamluks 
(their name literally means “owned men”), who in 1250 had seized Egypt 
from their Ayyubid masters, the descendants of Salah al-Din. In 1259-1260 
Hulegu s forces pushed westward, supported by Georgian and Armenian 
Christians eager to help destroy their Muslim enemies. They besieged and 
took Aleppo, massacring its inhabitants. Damascus, abandoned by its 
Ayyubid ruler, gave up without a fight. Then Hulegu sent envoys to Cairo 
with this message: 

You have heard how we have conquered a vast empire and have purified the 
earth of the disorders that tainted it. It is for you to fly and for us to pursue, 
but whither will you flee, and by what road will you escape us? Our horses 
are swift, our arrows sharp, our swords like thunderbolts, our hearts as hard 
as the mountains, our soldiers as numerous as the sand. Fortresses will not 
detain us. We mean well by our warning, for now you are the only enemy 
against whom we have to march. 

But Hulegu suddenly learned that his brother, the Mongol emperor, 
had died. Grief-stricken (or perhaps power-hungry), he headed home 
from Syria, taking most of his men with him. In the meantime, the Mam¬ 
luks murdered his envoys and entered Palestine, where they defeated the 
Mongols at Ayn Jalut (Goliath’s Spring) in September 1260. This battle 
was doubtless a climactic moment in history, as it marked the high point 
of Mongol expansion against Islam. But it was hardly an Arab victory, for 
the Mamluks were mainly Turks at most one generation removed from 
the Central Asian steppes. Pro-Mongol chroniclers note that the Mamluks 
had twelve times as many men on the field. Hulegu could not avenge the 
defeat because he was fighting for power within the Mongol realm. Thus 
the Muslim world survived its Mongol ordeal. 
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Conclusion 

To end this gruesome tale, Hulegu and his descendants settled down in 
Iraq and Persia, calling themselves the Il-Khanid dynasty. Eventually, they 
adopted Persian culture, including Islam, and repaired some of the dam¬ 
age they had done. The Mamluks survived for centuries, driving the last 
Crusaders out of Palestine in 1293. The kingdom they founded in Egypt 
and Syria became the major Muslim center of power, wealth, and learning 
for two centuries. 

What can we learn from this mournful chronicle of invasions, conquest, 
and destruction, and from the bewildering succession of dynasties, few of 
which are known outside the Middle East? The rise and fall of Shi’i power 
and the Turkish influx benefited the area; however, the Crusaders and the 
Mongols did the Middle East more harm than good. But people cannot 
wish away the bad things that happen in their lives, nor can a country efface 
the sad events of its history. People learn from their misfortunes and over¬ 
come them. The religion and culture of Islam survived and grew stronger. 
The sources of its resilience are the subject of Chapter 8. 




EIGHT 


Islamic Civilization 


Now that we have covered almost seven centuries of political history, it is 
time to look at the civilization as a whole. But what should we call it? 
Scholars are divided between using Islamic and Arabic. Some say the civi¬ 
lization was Islamic because the religion of Islam brought together the 
various peoples—mainly Arabs, Persians, and Turks—who took part in it. 
The religion also affected its politics, commerce, lifestyle, ideas, and forms 
of artistic expression. But at least up to about 1000 C.E., Muslims were a 
minority within the lands of Islam. Inasmuch as they were relatively un¬ 
lettered at first, many of the scholars and scientists active within the civi¬ 
lization were Jews, Christians, Zoroastrians, or recent Muslim converts 
whose ideas still bore the stamp of their former religions. The civilization 
evolving in the Middle East drew on many religious and philosophical 
traditions. 

The alternative term, Arabic civilization, highlights Arabic's role in the 
development of the culture. Not only because of its prestige as the lan¬ 
guage of the Quran and of the conquering elite, but also because of its 
capacity for absorbing new ideas, Arabic became the almost universal lan¬ 
guage of arts, sciences, and letters between 750 and 1250. But do not as¬ 
sume that all the artists, scholars, and writers were Arabs. The builders 
of the civilization came from every ethnic group within the umma. Al¬ 
though many were Arabized Berbers, Egyptians, Syrians, and Iraqis 
whose present-day descendants would call themselves Arabs, only a few 
were wholly descended from tribal Arabs. Because Islamic is a more com¬ 
prehensive term than Arabic , we have chosen “Islamic Civilization” for 
this chapter s title. 
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The Rules and Laws of Islam 

Islam begins with a profession of faith but is manifested and elaborated by 
what Muslims do and what they condemn. Ever mindful of the impending 
Judgment Day, Muslims wish to know and obey the rules of behavior that 
will please God and maintain a harmonious society. These rules have been 
carefully compiled and organized into a law code called the Shari’a (an 
Arabic word meaning “way”). It is somewhat like the Talmud in Orthodox 
Judaism; nothing comparable exists in Christianity. The Shari’a tries to 
describe all possible human acts, classifying them as obligatory, recom¬ 
mended, neutral, objectionable, or forbidden by God, the supreme legisla¬ 
tor. In addition to some commercial and criminal law, the Shari’a includes 
rules about marriage, divorce, child rearing, other interpersonal relation¬ 
ships, property, food, clothing, hygiene, and the manifold aspects of wor¬ 
ship. At least up to the Mongol era, there was nothing a Muslim might 
experience or observe on which the Shari’a was silent. 


Development of Jurisprudence 

The first Muslims based their ideas of right and wrong on the norms of 
the society they knew, that of western Arabia. Caravan traders had worked 
out elaborate rules about commercial transactions and property rights, 
but criminal law still held to the principles of retribution based on the 
tribal virtues (muruwwa). Muhammad’s mission broadened and strength¬ 
ened the realm of rights and responsibilities. The Quran spelled out many 
points. Muhammad’s precepts and practices (what later Muslims would 
call his sunna) set some of the laws for the nascent umma. After the 
Prophet died, his successors tried to pattern their lives on what he had said 
or done and on what he had told them to do or not to do. Muhammad’s 
companions, especially the first four caliphs, became role models for the 
Muslims who came later; indeed, their practices were the sunna for suc¬ 
ceeding caliphs and governors. Gradually, Arabia’s traditional norms took 
on a Muslim pattern, as the companions inculcated the values of the 
Quran and the sunna in their children and instructed the new converts to 
Islam. Even after the men and women who had known Muhammad died 
out, the dos and don’ts of Islam were passed down by word of mouth for 
another century. 

Because of the Arab conquests, the early Muslims picked up many con¬ 
cepts and institutions from Roman and Persian law. Quran reciters and 
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Muhammad’s companions gradually gave way to arbiters and judges who 
knew the laws and procedures of older, established empires. As the umma 
grew and more disputes arose about people’s rights and duties within this 
hybrid society, both the leaders and the public realized that the laws of 
Islam must be made clear, uniform, organized, acceptable to most Muslims, 
and enforceable. By the time the Abbasids took power in 750, Muslims were 
studying the meaning of the Quran, the life of Muhammad, and the words 
and deeds ascribed to him by those who had known him. Thus evolved a 
specifically Islamic science of right versus wrong, or jurisprudence. Its Ara¬ 
bic name, fiqh, originally meant “learning,” and even now Muslims see a 
close connection between the fuqaha (experts on the Shari’a) and the ulama 
(the Muslim religious scholars, or literally “those who know”). 


Sources of the Law 

Historians of Islam see in the Shari’a elements taken from many ancient le¬ 
gal systems, but Muslims customarily view their law as having four, or at 
most five, main sources: the Quran, the sunna of Muhammad, interpretation 
by analogy, consensus of the umma , and (for some) judicial opinion. Stricdy 
speaking, only the first two are tangible sources. The Quran is the record of 
God’s revealed words to Muhammad. It contains many commandments and 
prohibitions, as well as value judgments on the actions of various people in 
history. Here are some examples. The Quran lays down explicit rules, obeyed 
by all Muslims up to modern times, for divorce (2:226-238), contracting 
debts (2:281-283), and inheriting property (4:11-17). When it describes the 
wickedness of the dwellers in Sodom (7:78-82), its message is implicit: Their 
acts are unlawful for Muslims. But the variety of human actions far exceeds 
what the Quran could cover. It might command people to pray, but only 
Muhammad’s example taught Muslims how to do so. 

The Prophet’s sunna was broader than the Quran, but Muslims had to 
avoid certain pitfalls in order to use it as a source for the Shari’a. How could 
they be sure that a certain act had been committed or enjoined by the 
Prophet? There had to be a hadith (oral report) that specified that he had 
done it or said it. The hadith would have to be validated by a chain of re¬ 
porters (isnad). The recorder of the hadith would have to say who had 
reported this new information, and who had told his informant, and who 
had told him, and so on back to the person who had witnessed the action 
or saying in question. The isnad served the function of a source footnote in 
a term paper; it authenticated the information by linking it to an estab¬ 
lished authority. As the hadiths were not written down until more than a 
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century had passed, the isnads helped eliminate those falsely ascribed to 
Muhammad. What if the isnads , too, were fabrications? To weed out ha - 
diths with false isnads , the early ulama became experts on the life of the 
Prophet, his family, his companions, and the first generation of Muslims. If 
it could be proved that one link in the chain of transmitters was weak be¬ 
cause the person at issue was a liar or could not have known the previous 
transmitter, then the hadith itself was suspect. After a century of dedicated 
labor by many scholars, there emerged several authoritative collections of 
hadiths —six for Sunni Muslims and several others for the Shi’i sects. They 
are still being used by Muslims today. 

Meanwhile, some scholars formulated the Shari’a itself. This they did by 
writing books that compiled the laws of Islam for reference and guidance. 
Because of the many changes that had occurred in the umma since the 
Prophet’s lifetime, the Quran and hadith compilations could not, most 
ulama thought, cover every conceivable problem. Thus they adopted rea¬ 
soning by analogy, or comparing a new situation with one for which legisla¬ 
tion already existed. Because the Quran forbids Muslims to drink wine, the 
ulama reasoned that all liquors having the same effect as wine should also 
be banned. Frequendy, too, Muslim scholars relied on the consensus of the 
umma to setde hard legal points. This does not mean that they polled every 
Muslim from Cordoba to Samarqand. Rather, consensus meant that which 
could be agreed upon by those who had studied the law. Thanks to this 
practice, many rules from older societies were incorporated into the Shari’a. 
Accordingly, the laws of Islam could cover the lives of people far removed 
from conditions known to Muhammad: a sailor in the Indian Ocean, a rice 
farmer in the marshes of lower Iraq, or a Turkish horse nomad in Transoxi- 
ana. In addition, the Shari’a incorporated decisions that had been made by 
reputable judges in difficult or contested cases, much as legal precedents 
helped to shape Anglo-Saxon law. The resort to judicial opinion, frequent 
during the Arab conquests, later became rare. Whenever they could, Mus¬ 
lim legists relied on the Quran and the sunna. 


Sunni Legal Systems 

The compilation of the Shari’a into authoritative books was, at least for 
the Sunni majority, completed by the late ninth century. Several “rites” or 
systems of Sunni legal thought ( madhhabs , a term hard to translate into 
English) resulted, of which four have survived: Hanafi, Maliki, Shafi’i, and 
Hanbali. The Hanafi rite is the largest of the four. It grew up in Iraq under 
Abbasid patronage and drew heavily on consensus and judicial reasoning 
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(in addition, of course, to the Quran and the sunna) as sources. Today it 
predominates in Muslim India, Pakistan, and most of the lands formerly 
under the Ottoman Empire. The Maliki rite developed in Medina and 
made heavy use of the Prophetic hadiths that circulated there. It now pre¬ 
vails in Upper Egypt and in northern and western Africa. The Shafi’i rite 
grew up in ninth-century Egypt as a synthesis of the Hanafi and Maliki 
systems, but with greater stress on analogy. It was strong in Egypt and 
Syria at the time of Salah al-Din; it now prevails in the Muslim lands 
around the Indian Ocean and in Indonesia. The fourth canonical rite, that 
of the great jurist and theologian Ahmad ibn Hanbal (d. 855), rejected 
analogy, consensus, and judicial opinion as sources. Because of its strict¬ 
ness, the Hanbali rite has a smaller following, although its adherents have 
included the thinkers who inspired the modern reform movement within 
Islam. It is also the official legal system in present-day Saudi Arabia. Other 
Sunni rites that used to exist have died out. The substantive differences 
among the four rites are minor except in ritual matters. Each (except at 
times the Hanbali rite) has regarded the others as legitimate. 


Shit Legal Systems 

Shi’i jurisprudence also relies on the Quran, the sunna (except that any isnad 
authenticating a supporting hadith should include one of the legitimate 
imams), analogy, and consensus. Some differences do exist between Shi’i 
and Sunni Muslims regarding the authenticity of certain statements by the 
Prophet, notably one concerning whether he wanted Ali as his successor. In 
some matters Shi’i law is more permissive: It allows temporary marriage, the 
female line receives a slightly larger share of the inheritance, and some sects 
let Shi’i Muslims conceal their religious identity if their safety is at stake. The 
major difference is that whereas most Sunni rites no longer allow reinterpre¬ 
tation of the Shari’a, in Shi’ism the imams can interpret the law. They are 
regarded as being, in principle, alive. Among Twelve-Imam Shi’is, whose last 
imam is hidden, qualified legists called mujtahids may interpret the Shari’a 
until the twelfth imam returns. This “interpretation” (ijtihad) does not 
mean changing the law to suit one’s temporary convenience; rather, it is the 
right to reexamine the Quran and the hadith compilations without being 
bound by consensus. In this sense, Shi’ism has kept a flexibility long since 
lost by the Sunni majority, and the Shi’i ulama y especially the mujtahids , 
have remained influential up to now in such countries as Iran. Indeed, the 
main issue for Sunni Muslim ulama committed to Islamic reform has been 
to regain the right of ijtihad. 
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Administration of the Law 

At the dawn of Islamic history, the administration and enforcement of the 
law were handled by the caliphs or their provincial governors. As society 
grew more complex, they began to appoint Muslims who knew the Quran 
and the surma (as practiced by the early caliphs as well as by Muhammad) 
to serve as qadis (judges). As the judicial system evolved, an aspiring qadi at 
first got his legal training under an experienced jurist. Then schools were 
founded in the city mosques for training within one (or more) of the vari¬ 
ous legal rites. The training schools for propagandists of Isma’ili Shi’ism 
and, later, the madrasas founded by the Seljuks and other Sunni dynasties 
became centers for training judges and other legal experts. Students would 
read the law books and commentaries under the guidance of one or several 
masters. When they had mastered enough information to serve as qadis, 
they would be certified to practice on their own. 

Various other judicial offices also evolved: the mufti (jurisconsult), who 
gives authoritative answers to technical questions about the law for a court 
and sometimes for individuals; the shahid (witness), who certifies that a 
certain act took place, such as the signing of a contract; and the muhtasib 
(market inspector), who enforces Muslim commercial laws and maintains 
local order. Islam’s legal system has never had lawyers to represent oppos¬ 
ing parties in court cases. Muslims maintain that advocates or attorneys 
might enrich themselves at the expense of the litigant or criminal defen¬ 
dant. There were also no prosecutors or district attorneys. In most cases 
the qadi had to decide from the evidence presented by the litigants and the 
witnesses, guided by relevant sections of the Shari’a and sometimes by ad¬ 
vice from a mufti. 

The caliph had to ensure that justice prevailed in the umma, not by inter¬ 
preting the Shari’a but by appointing the wisest and most honest qadis to 
administer it. True, some Umayyad caliphs might have flouted the Shari’a 
in their personal lives, but its rules remained valid for the umma as a whole. 
We must always distinguish between what people can get away with doing 
in their home (or palace or residence hall) and what they can do in public, 
in the possible presence of a police officer. No Umayyad or Abbasid caliph 
could abolish the Shari’a or claim that it did not apply to him as to all other 
Muslims. When the caliph lost the power to appoint qadis and other legal 
officers, the various sultans and princes who assumed his powers had to do 
so. When the caliphate ceased to symbolize Muslim unity, then everyone’s 
acceptance of the Shari’a bridged the barriers of contending sects and dy¬ 
nasties. Even when the Crusaders and Mongols entered the lands of Islam 
and tried to enforce other codes of conduct, Muslims continued to follow 
the Shari’a in their daily lives. And to a degree that surprises some Western- 
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ers, they do so now. You can go into a bazaar (covered market) in Morocco 
and feel that it is, in ways you can sense even if you cannot express them, 
like the bazaars in Turkey, Pakistan, or forty other Muslim countries. A Su¬ 
danese student greets us with the same salam alaykum (“peace to you”) that 
we have heard from Algerians and Iranians. The common performance of 
worship, observance of the Ramadan fast, and of course the pilgrimage to 
Mecca are all factors unifying Muslims from all parts of the world. 


Applicability of the Law 

But is the Shari’a relevant today? Its laws are fixed forever, and critics claim 
that they cannot set the norms for human behavior in a rapidly changing 
world. Even in the times we have studied so far, strong rulers tried to bypass 
some aspects of the Shari’a, perhaps using a clever dodge but more often by 
issuing secular laws, or qanuns. The ulama , as guardians of the Shari’a, had 
no police force with which to punish such a ruler. But they could stir up 
public opinion, sometimes even to the point of rebellion. No ruler ever 
dared to change the five pillars of Islam. Until recently, none interfered with 
laws governing marriage, inheritance, and other aspects of personal status. 
Islam today must deal with the same issue facing Orthodox Judaism: How 
can a religion based on adherence to a divinely sanctioned code of conduct 
survive in a world in which many of its nation-states and leading minds no 
longer believe in God—or at any rate act as if they do not? Someday, per¬ 
haps, practicing Muslims, Christians, and Jews will settle their differences 
in order to wage war on their common enemies: secularism, hedonism, 
positivism, and the various ideologies that have arisen in modern times. 

What parts of the Shari’a are irrelevant? Are the marriages contracted by 
young people for themselves more stable than those that would have been 
arranged for them by their parents? Has the growing frequency of fornica¬ 
tion and adultery in the West strengthened or weakened the family? If the 
family is not to be maintained, in what environment will boys and girls be 
nurtured and taught how to act like men and women? Has the blurring 
of sex roles in modern society made men and women happier and more 
secure? Should drinking intoxicating beverages be allowed, let alone encour¬ 
aged, when alcoholism has become a public health problem in most indus¬ 
trialized countries? Does lending money at interest (without shared risk 
between the borrower and the lender) promote or inhibit capital formation? 
Do games of chance enrich or impoverish the people who engage in them? 
If the appeal to jihad in defense of Islam sounds aggressive, on behalf of 
what beliefs were the most destructive wars of the twentieth century fought? 
Would Muslims lead better lives if they ceased to pray, fast in Ramadan, pay 
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zakat , and make the hajj to Mecca? Let those who claim that Islam and its 
laws are anachronistic try to answer these questions. 


Islamic Society 

In early Muslim times, social life was far more formalized than it is today. 
Every class had certain rights and duties, as did each religion, sex, and age 
group. The rulers were expected to preserve order and promote justice 
among their subjects, to defend the umma against non-Muslim powers, 
and to ensure maximum production and exploitation of the wealth of 
their realm. Over time, Sunni Muslims developed an elaborate political 
theory. It stated that the legitimate head of state was the caliph, who must 
be an adult male, sound in body and mind, and descended from the 
Quraysh tribe. His appointment should be publicly approved by other 
Muslims. In practice, though, the assent given to a man’s becoming caliph 
might be no more than his own. Some of the caliphs were young boys. A 
few were insane. Eventually, the caliphal powers were taken over by viziers, 
provincial governors, or military adventurers. But the fiction was main¬ 
tained, for the Sunni legists agreed that it was better to be governed by a 
usurper or a despot than to have no ruler at all. The common saying was 
that a thousand years of tyranny was preferable to one day of anarchy. 

Abuses of power were often checked by the moral authority of the 
ulama. The rulers had to work with the classes commonly called the “men 
of the pen” and the “men of the sword.” The men of the pen were the ad¬ 
ministrators who collected and disbursed state revenues and carried out 
the rulers’ orders, plus the ulama who provided justice, education, and 
welfare services to Muslims. The Christian clergy and the Jewish rabbinate 
had functions in their religious communities similar to those of the ulama. 
The men of the sword expanded and defended the lands of Islam and also, 
especially after the ninth century, managed land grants and maintained 
local order. 


Social Groupings 

Strictly speaking, Muslims dislike class differentials, but the concept of 
ruler and subject was taken over from the Sasanid rulers of pre-Islamic Per¬ 
sia. The great majority of the people belonged to the subject class, which 
was expected to produce the wealth of the umma. The most basic division 
of subjects was between nomads and settled peoples, with the former 
group further divided into countless tribes and clans and the latter broken 
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down into many occupational groups. Urban merchants and artisans 
formed trade guilds, often tied to specific religious sects or Sufi orders 
(brotherhoods of Muslim mystics), which promoted their common inter¬ 
ests. The largest group was made up of farmers, generally lower in status 
and usually not full owners of the lands they farmed. There were also 
slaves. Some served in the army or the bureaucracy, others worked for mer¬ 
chants or manufacturers, and still others were household servants. Planta¬ 
tions using slave labor were rare. Islam did not proscribe slavery, which 
existed in seventh-century Arabia, but it called on masters to treat their 
slaves kindly and encouraged their liberation. Slaves could be prisoners of 
war, children who had been sold by their families, or captives taken from 
their homes by slave dealers. These concepts of class structure did not orig¬ 
inate in Islam, which stressed the equality of all believers; they went back to 
ancient times and existed in most agrarian societies. 

Crossing these horizontal social divisions were vertical ones based on 
ancestry, race, religion, and sex. Although some hadiths showed that Mu¬ 
hammad and his companions wanted to play down distinctions based on 
family origins, early Islam did accord higher status to descendants of the 
first Muslims, or of Arabs generally, than to later converts to the religion. 
As you have read in previous chapters, Persians and then Turks gradually 
rose to equal status with Arabs. Other ethnic groups, such as Berbers, Indi¬ 
ans, and Africans, kept a distinct identity and often a lower status even af¬ 
ter they converted to Islam. Racial discrimination, however, was less acute 
than it has been in Christian lands in modern times. 

The divisions based on religion, though, were deep and fundamental. 
Religion was a corporate experience—a community of believers bound to¬ 
gether by adherence to a common set of laws and beliefs, rather than a pri¬ 
vate and personal relationship between people and their maker. Religion 
and politics were inextricably intertwined. Christians and Jews did not 
have the same rights and duties as Muslims; they were protected communi¬ 
ties living within the realm of Islam, where the Shari’a prevailed. Though 
exempt from military duty, they were forbidden to bear arms. They did not 
have to pay zakat , but they were assessed the head tax (jizya) plus whatever 
levies they needed to support their own religious institutions. They were 
sometimes not allowed to testify in a Shari’a court against a Muslim or to 
ring bells, blow shofars (rams’ horns used in some Jewish holidays), or hold 
noisy processions that might disrupt Muslim worship. At times Christians 
and Jews found the limitations even more humiliating, and in a few cases 
their lives and property were threatened. But for centuries they managed 
to keep their identity as Jews or Christians and to follow their own laws 
and beliefs. The treatment of religious minorities in Muslim countries that 



116 ❖ 


8 Islamic Civilization 


upheld the Shari’a was better than in those that watered it down or aban¬ 
doned it totally and was much, much better than the treatment of Jews in 
medieval Christendom, czarist Russia, or Nazi Germany. 

As for social divisions based on gender, Islam (like most religions that 
grew up in the agrarian age) is patriarchal and hence gives certain rights 
and responsibilities to men that it denies to women. Muslims believe that 
biology has dictated different roles for the two sexes. Men are supposed to 
govern states, wage war, and support their families; women are to bear and 
rear children, manage their households, and obey their husbands. Tradi¬ 
tional history tells little about women; a few took part in wars and govern¬ 
ments, wrote poems, or had profound mystical experiences, but most 
played second fiddle to their husbands, fathers, brothers, and sons. Often 
they had more influence than the traditional histories admit. 


Importance of Family Life 

As you may have guessed, the family played a central role in early Islamic 
society. Marriages were arranged by the parents or by the oldest living rel¬ 
atives of the potential couple, for it was understood that a marriage would 
tie two families together or tighten the bonds between two branches of the 
same house. Marriages between cousins were preferred because they 
helped keep the family’s property intact. Muslims assumed that love be¬ 
tween a man and a woman would develop once they were married and 
had to share the cares of maintaining a household and rearing children. 
Romantic love did arise between unmarried persons, but it rarely led to 
marriage. The freedom of Muslim men to take additional wives (up to a 
total of four) caused some domestic strife, but many an older wife rejoiced 
when her husband took a younger one who could better bear the strains of 
frequent pregnancy and heavy housework. The “harem” of the Western 
imagination was rare. Only the rich and powerful man could afford to 
support the four wives allowed him by the Quran (provided he treated 
them equally); many poor men could not afford any, as the groom had to 
pay a large dowry. Islamic law made divorce easy for husbands and diffi¬ 
cult for wives, but in practice divorce was rare, because the wife was per¬ 
mitted to keep the dowry. A Muslim marriage contract might discourage 
divorce by specifying that the groom must present a part of the dowry to 
his bride at once and the rest only if he later divorced her. 

As for intergenerational ties, parents expected (and got) the unquestion¬ 
ing obedience of their sons and daughters, even after they had grown up. 
Once a woman married, she had also to defer to her husband’s parents. 
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Women naturally wanted to bear sons, who would eventually give them 
daughters-in-law to boss around. Parents disciplined their children harshly 
but loved them deeply and, if those children were among the few to survive 
the rigors of growing up, took great pride in their later achievements. Al¬ 
though a boy usually learned his father’s trade, the gifted son of a peasant 
or merchant could get an education and move into the ranks of the ulama 
or the bureaucracy. Likewise, a vizier’s son might prove to be a bum. Girls 
had few opportunities to get an education, but certain occupations were 
limited to women, and wives often worked beside their husbands in the 
fields or in domestic industries, such as spinning. Ties among brothers, sis¬ 
ters, and cousins had an intensity (usually love, sometimes hate) that is rare 
in the Western experience, because Muslim youths spent so much of their 
free time within the family circle. 


Personal Relationships 

Even social ties outside the household were more intense than they are 
now. The individual in early Islamic society knew fewer people than in our 
more mobile world, but his or her friendships (and enmities) tended to be 
stronger and more lasting. Physical as well as verbal expressions of endear¬ 
ment between same-sex friends were commoner than in the West and did 
not imply homosexuality (although such relationships did exist). Men’s 
friendships were usually based on childhood ties or common membership 
in a mystic brotherhood, trade guild, or athletic club. Women’s associa¬ 
tions were limited by custom to kinfolk and neighbors, but they had mys¬ 
tic sisterhoods, too. 

Both men and women entertained their friends, segregated by sex, at 
home. Mutual visiting, at which food and drink were shared and news ex¬ 
changed, was the most common pastime for every class in Islamic society. 
The customary time for these visits was late afternoon or early evening, as 
the day’s heat diminished, or at night during the month of Ramadan. 
Large groups of men (or women) liked to gather at someone’s house to lis¬ 
ten to poetry recitations or, less often, musical performances. Both sexes 
liked picnics; Egypt and Persia retained pre-Islamic holidays that required 
making a spring trip into the countryside for an outdoor meal. The two 
great Muslim festivals, the feast of (Abraham’s) sacrifice during the hajj 
month and the feast of fast-breaking that follows Ramadan, were major 
social occasions everywhere. People often gave lavish parties to celebrate 
births, circumcisions, and weddings. Funeral processions, burials, and 
postburial receptions also played a big part in the social life of Muslims. 
Although a death was naturally mourned, survivors consoled themselves 
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with the conviction that the deceased would soon be with God. Men also 
used to meet in mosques, bazaars, public baths, and restaurants. Women 
often saw their friends at the womens baths, at the public well where they 
drew their water, or at the stream where they did their laundry. Compared 
with our society, early Muslims had less freedom and privacy but more 
security and less loneliness. 


Food } Clothing, and Shelter 

The foods early Muslims ate, the clothes they wore, and the houses in 
which they lived varied according to their economic condition, locality, and 
the era in question, so it is hard to generalize about how they met their ba¬ 
sic needs. Wheat was the chief cereal grain. It was usually ground at a mill, 
kneaded at home, and baked in small flat loaves in large communal or 
commercial ovens. Bulgur or parched wheat was used in cooking, especially 
in Syria and Palestine. Bedouins ate wheat gruel or porridge. Rice was quite 
rare; corn and potatoes were unknown. Many fruits and vegetables were 
eaten fresh; others were dried, pickled in vinegar, or preserved in sugar. 
Milk from sheep, goats, camels, water buffaloes, and cows was turned into 
cheese, butter (clarified for use in cooking), and yogurt. The meat Muslims 
ate most often was lamb or mutton, commonly roasted, baked, or stewed. 
Various animal organs not highly prized by Westerners, such as eyes, 
brains, hearts, and testicles, were considered delicacies. Pork was forbidden 
to Muslims, as were fermented beverages. Lax Muslims drank wine made 
from grapes and other fruits, beer, and araq (fermented liquor from date 
palm sap, molasses, or rice). The observant majority drank fruit juices in 
season, sherbet (originally snow mixed with rose water or fruit syrup), and 
diluted yogurt. Coffee and tea did not come into widespread use until the 
seventeenth century. Middle Eastern food was moderately spiced, usually 
with salt, pepper, olive oil, and lemon juice. Saffron was used for its yellow 
coloring more than for its flavor, because Muslim cooks liked to enhance 
the appearance of their dishes. Honey served as a sweetener, but sugar cul¬ 
tivation gradually spread through the Muslim world from India. 

Clothing had to be both modest and durable. Linen or cotton clothes 
were worn in hot weather and woolen ones in the winter—or throughout 
the year by some mystics and nomads. Loose-fitting robes were preferred 
to trousers, except by horseback riders, who wore baggy pants. Both sexes 
shunned clothing that might reveal their bodily contours to strangers. 
Early Muslim men covered their heads in all formal situations, with either 
turbans or various types of brimless caps. Different colored turbans served 
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to identify status; for instance, green singled out a man who had made the 
hajj to Mecca. Arab nomads wore flowing kufiyas (headcloths) bound by 
headbands. Muslims never wore hats with brims and caps with visors, as 
they would have impeded prostration during worship. Women used some 
type of long cloth to cover their hair, if not also to veil their faces, when¬ 
ever male strangers might be present. Jews, Christians, and other minori¬ 
ties wore distinctive articles of clothing and headgear. Because the ways in 
which people dressed showed their religion and status, strangers knew 
how to act toward one another. 

Houses were constructed from those materials that were most plentiful 
locally: stone, mud brick, or sometimes wood. High ceilings and windows 
provided ventilation in hot weather. In the winter, only warm clothing, hot 
food, and possibly a charcoal brazier made indoor life bearable. Many 
houses were built around courtyards that had gardens, fountains, and 
small pools. Rooms were not filled with furniture; people were used to sit¬ 
ting cross-legged on carpets or low platforms. Mattresses and other bed¬ 
ding would be rolled out when people were ready to sleep and put away 
after they got up. In rich people s houses, cooking facilities were often in 
separate enclosures. Privies always were. 


Intellectual Life 

We do not have enough space to give the intellectual life of early Islam the 
attention it deserves. Regrettably, many Westerners still believe that the 
Arab conquest of the Middle East stifled its artistic, literary, and scientific 
creativity. On the contrary, it was the Arabs who saved many of the works 
of Plato, Aristotle, and other Greek thinkers for later transmission to the 
West. In fact, no field of intellectual endeavor was closed to Muslim schol¬ 
ars. Although the Quran is not a scholarly treatise, nor Muhammad a 
philosopher, the Arab conquests brought Muslims into contact with the 
philosophical ideas of the Hellenistic world. Having flourished earlier in 
the Neoplatonist academy of Alexandria and its Sasanid counterpart in 
Jundishapur, Hellenistic philosophy found its way into Mamun’s Bayt al- 
Hikma in ninth-century Baghdad. The encyclopedic writings of Aristotle, 
translated by Syrian Christians into Arabic, inspired such Muslim thinkers 
as al-Kindi, al-Farabi, Ibn Sina (Avicenna), and Ibn Rushd (Averroes). 

As “Philosopher of the Arabs,” Kindi (d. 873) rated the search for truth 
above all human occupations except religion, exalted logic, and mathemat¬ 
ics, and wrote or edited works on science, psychology, medicine, and music. 
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He was adept at taking complex Greek concepts, paraphrasing them, and 
simplifying them for students, a skill any textbook writer can appreciate. 
Everything Kindi did was done even better by Abu-Nasr al-Farabi (d. 950), 
a Baghdad-educated Turk who won such renown that later philosophers 
called him the “second teacher,” the first having been Aristotle. Farabi was 
the first to integrate Neoplatonic philosophy with Islamic concepts of God, 
angels, prophecy, and community. A prolific writer on logic, he was also a 
skilled musician. 

Ibn Sina (d. 1037) also combined philosophy with medicine. His theo¬ 
logical writings are unusually lucid and logical, though his devout con¬ 
temporaries shunned them because he viewed the body and the soul as 
separate entities and argued that every person has free will. He stated that 
the highest form of human happiness is not physical but spiritual, aiming 
at communion with God. His scientific writings include an encyclopedia 
of medical lore. Translated into Latin, this work remained a textbook in 
European medical schools up to the seventeenth century. Like Kindi, he 
wrote on logic, mathematics, and music. The greatest Muslim writer of 
commentaries lived in twelfth-century Spain. Ibn Rushd (d. 1198) is noted 
for his works on the philosophy of Aristotle and on Muslim theologians. 
Because of his unorthodox religious views, many of his writings were 
burned, and some of his original contributions to knowledge may have 
been forever lost. 


Mathematics and Science 

Mathematics, science, and medicine came up as we discussed Islamic phi¬ 
losophy. Early Muslims did not divide the areas of human knowledge as 
finely as we do now. Westerners tend to appreciate Muslim thinkers, if at 
all, for preserving classical learning until the Europeans could relearn it 
during the Renaissance. Our debt is really much greater. Muslim mathe¬ 
maticians made advances in algebra, plane and spherical trigonometry, 
and the geometry of planes, spheres, cones, and cylinders. Our “Arabic nu¬ 
merals” were a Hindu invention, but Arabs transmitted them to Europe. 
Muslims were using decimal fractions at least two centuries before West¬ 
erners knew about them. They applied mathematics to business account¬ 
ing, land surveying, astronomical calculations, mechanical devices, and 
military engineering. 

In medicine the Muslims built on the work of the ancient Greeks, but 
they were especially indebted to Nestorian Christians. One of these was 
Hunayn ibn Ishaq (d. 873), who translated many Greek and Aramaic texts 
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into Arabic but did his greatest work in optics. We mentioned already Eu¬ 
rope's use of Ibn Sina’s work as a medical textbook. As a further illustration 
of the influence of Middle Eastern medicine, see the drawings in Vesalius’s 
pioneering work on anatomy, which show many body parts labeled with 
Arabic and Hebrew terms. Muslim physicians studied botany and chem¬ 
istry to discover curative drugs as well as antidotes to various poisons. 

Scientific and pseudoscientific methods of observation could be linked. 
Chemistry would be mixed with alchemy, and astronomy with astrology. 
A knowledge of the movements of stars and planets aided navigation and 
overland travel by night. But early Muslims, like most other peoples, 
thought that heavenly bodies affected the lives of individuals, cities, and 
states, and thus many of the caliphs kept court astrologers as advisers. 
Muslims also used astrolabes (devices for measuring the height of stars in 
the sky) and built primitive versions of the telescope. One astronomer is 
said to have built a planetarium that reproduced not only the movements 
of stars but also peals of thunder and flashes of lightning. Long before 
Copernicus or Galileo expounded their theories, Muslim scientists knew 
that the earth was round and that it revolved around the sun. 

To come closer to earth, descriptive geography was a favorite subject 
of the early Muslims. Thanks to the Arab conquests and the expansion of 
trade throughout the Eastern Hemisphere, they liked to read books de¬ 
scribing far-off lands and their inhabitants, especially if they could become 
trading partners or converts to Islam. Much of what we know about Africa 
south of the Sahara from the ninth to the fifteenth centuries comes from 
the writings of Arab travelers and geographers. History was also a major 
discipline. Nearly all Muslim scientists wrote accounts of the development 
of their specialties. Rulers demanded chronicles to publicize what they had 
done or to learn from their predecessors’ successes and failures. Many 
Muslims read accounts of the early caliphs and conquests. Muslim histori¬ 
ans were the first to try to structure history by seeking patterns in the rise 
and fall of dynasties, peoples, and civilizations. These efforts culminated in 
the fourteenth century with Ibn Khaldun’s monumental Muqaddima , 
which linked the rise of states to strong group feeling (asabiya) between 
the leaders and their followers. 


Literature 

Every subject we have discussed so far is part of the Muslims’ prose litera¬ 
ture. Although Arabic remained the major language of both prose and po¬ 
etry, Persian was revived during the Abbasid era, and Turkish literature 
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emerged a little later. Poetry facilitated artistic expression, instruction, and 
popular entertainment. Some poems praised a tribe, a religion, or a poten¬ 
tial patron; some poked fun at the poet’s rivals; others evoked God’s power 
or the exaltation of a mystical experience; and still others extolled love, 
wine, and God, or perhaps all three (you cannot always be sure which). 

Prose works guided Muslims in the performance of worship, instructed 
princes in the art of ruling, refuted claims of rival political or theological 
movements, and taught any of the manifold aspects of life, from cooking 
to lovemaking. Animal fables scored points against despotic rulers, ambi¬ 
tious courtiers, naive ulama , and greedy merchants. You may know the 
popular stories that we call The Arabian Nights , set in Harun al-Rashid’s 
Baghdad but actually composed by many ancient peoples, passed down by 
word of mouth to the Arabs, and written in the late Middle Ages. But you 
may not have heard of a literary figure beloved by many Middle Eastern 
peoples. The Egyptians call him Goha, the Persians say he is Mollah Nas- 
roddin, and the Turks refer to him as Nasroddin Hoja. One brief story 
must suffice. A man once complained to Goha that there was no sunlight 
in his house. “Is there sunlight in your garden?” asked Goha. “Yes,” the 
other replied. “Well,” said Goha, “then move your house into your garden.” 


Art 

Muslims do not neglect the visual arts. Some of the best proportioned and 
most lavishly decorated buildings ever erected were the large congregational 
mosques in Islam’s greatest cities. They had to be monumental to accom¬ 
modate all their adult male worshipers on Fridays. Some have not survived 
the ravages of either time or the Mongols, but the congregational mosques 
of Qayrawan, Cairo, Damascus, and Isfahan are impressive enough. Muslim 
architects also devoted some of their time and talents to palaces, schools, 
hospitals, caravanserais, and other buildings, as well as to gardens, reflecting 
pools, and fountains. 

Artists worked in many different media. Although painting and sculp¬ 
ture were rare until modern times, early Muslim artists did illustrate man¬ 
uscripts with abstract designs, beautiful pictures of plants and animals, and 
depictions of the everyday and ceremonial activities of men and women. 
Calligraphy (handwriting) was the most important art form, used for walls 
of public buildings as well as for manuscripts. Many artistic creations were 
in media we usually regard as crafts: glazed pottery and tile work; enam¬ 
eled glass; objects carved from wood, stone, and ivory; incised metal trays; 
elaborate jeweled rings, pendants, and daggers; embroidered silk cloths; 
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and tooled-leather bookbindings. You have doubtless seen some “oriental” 
carpets. Most of the genuine ones were woven or knotted in Middle East¬ 
ern countries. 


Theology 

Like medieval Christianity, Islam had to settle some burning issues: Does 
divine revelation take precedence over human reason? Is God the creator 
of all the evil as well as all the good in the universe? If God is all-powerful, 
why are people allowed to deny God’s existence and disobey divine laws? If 
God has predestined all human acts, what moral responsibility do people 
have for what they do? Philosophical questions led Muslims into theology, 
as did disputations with their Jewish and Christian subjects, who were of¬ 
ten more sophisticated. 

Islam developed several systems of scholastic theology, climaxing with the 
Mu’tazila (introduced in Chapter 6), the system of the self-styled “people of 
unity and justice.” The main tenets of the Mu’tazilites include the following: 
(1) God is one, so His attributes have no independent existence; (2) God is 
just, rewarding the righteous and punishing the wicked; (3) God does not 
cause evil; (4) people, responsible for their own acts, are not a tool in God’s 
hand; (5) only reason, which agrees with revelation, can guide people to 
know God; (6) one should try to justify God’s ways to humanity; and (7) the 
Quran was created. If such tenets seem reasonable, you may wonder why 
some Muslims rejected them. For example, was the Quran really created? It 
must have been known to God before Gabriel revealed it to Muhammad. 
How could God exist without divine knowledge? If God has always existed, 
then His speech (the Quran) must also have been around since time began, 
not having been created like all other things. Muslims have always revered 
the Quran as the means by which to know God; its place in Islam resembles 
that of Jesus in Christianity. As for free will, if all people are rewarded or 
punished for what they do, what happens to babies and small children who 
die before they have learned to obey or to flout God’s will? If the innocents 
automatically go to Heaven, is this fair to those who obeyed Islam’s laws all 
their lives? Despite these doubts, the Mu’tazila was briefly the Abbasids’ offi¬ 
cial theology. As its adherents attacked dissident Muslims, though, a reac¬ 
tion set in, new ideas arose, and the movement declined. 

The reaction against the Mu’tazilites was spearheaded by Ahmad ibn 
Hanbal, founder of the Sunni legal system that bears his name, for he op¬ 
posed their application of rigid logic to the Quran and the laws of Islam. 
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His writings influenced a major theologian named al-Ash’ari (d. 935). 
Though trained as a Mu’tazilite, Ash’ari, deeply concerned with God’s jus¬ 
tice, concluded that divine revelation was a better guide than reason for hu¬ 
man action. The Quran, he argued, was an attribute of God—eternally 
existent yet separate from God’s existence. Faith was absolute. If the Quran 
mentioned God’s hand (or other human features), this allusion must be 
accepted as is—“without specifying how” or even interpreting the words 
allegorically, as the Mu’tazilites and some later theologians tried to do. Fi¬ 
nally, Ash’ari and his disciples accepted the complete omnipotence of God: 
Everything people do is predestined, for God created all persons and all 
their actions; yet God assigned these actions to them in such a way that in¬ 
dividuals remain accountable for what they do. Later Muslim theologians 
proved that Muhammad must have been God’s messenger because no hu¬ 
man being could imitate the content and style of the Quran. The capstone 
of early Muslim theology was the work of Abu-Hamid al-Ghazali (d. 1111), 
one of Baghdad’s greatest law teachers. His main achievement as a theolo¬ 
gian was his use of Aristotelian logic to prove the main tenets of Islam, but 
he also wrote a stinging attack on Muslim philosophers. Among Muslims 
he is best remembered for harmonizing law, theology, and Sufism. 


Mysticism 

Sufism is an experience, a path into the real nature of things, and ultimately 
to God. Defining it (as we have in the glossary) as “organized Muslim mys¬ 
ticism” may be too prosaic. Some Muslims scorn Sufism as a nonrational 
perversion of Islam; others make it the essence of their faith. Some Sufis re¬ 
gard their beliefs and practices as universal, hence no more (or less) Islamic 
than they are Buddhist, Christian, or Zoroastrian. Each religion, they say, 
contains the germ of ultimate truth; but when controlled by an unsympa¬ 
thetic and worldly hierarchy, it can degenerate into a meaningless cult. Sufis 
seek to uncover meaning that is veiled from our senses and impenetrable to 
human reason. In monotheistic religions such as Islam, finding ultimate 
truth is called communion with God. This communion can be achieved 
through meditation or esoteric rites, such as prolonged fasting, night vigils, 
controlled breathing, repetition of words, or whirling for hours in one spot. 

Islam always contained elements of mystical spirituality, but Sufism 
emerged as a distinct movement during the second century after the hijra. 
At first it was a movement of ascetics, people who sought to exalt their souls 
by denying themselves the comforts of the flesh. Their driving force was a 
strong fear of God, but this fear later evolved into belief in God’s love. Su¬ 
fism could cut through the intellectualism of theology and soften the 
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Ahmad ibn Hanbal 


H istorians differ on Ahmad ibn Hanbals (780-855) place of birth. Some 
state that he was born in Baghdad, whereas others hold that he was born 
in Central Asia to Arab parents. In any case, it is clear that he grew up in Bagh¬ 
dad, where he excelled in the study of religion. 

After receiving his basic education in Baghdad, he became an itinerant trav¬ 
eling scholar in Iraq, Syria, Arabia, and elsewhere. As he traveled, he collected 
hadiths and became committed to their literal textual meanings and the 
Quran as guides to Muslim belief and behavior. Thus he came to adamantly 
oppose innovation of any kind. 

This devotion to tradition brought Ahmad ibn Hanbal into conflict with 
the more logic-driven Mutazilite school, which taught that mankind pos¬ 
sessed free will and that the Quran had not existed for all eternity but was cre¬ 
ated by Allah when it was revealed to Muhammad. Such ideas suited the 
reigning caliphs of the day, Mamun and Mutasim, but ran counter to the 
long-standing popular interpretations that the Quran was indeed eternal and 
that the actions of everyone were foreordained. All this would have remained 
an esoteric disagreement but for the fact that Mamun and Mutasim com¬ 
manded the ulama to adhere to Mutazilite doctrines. In order to assure this 
adherence, they maintained a court to investigate their beliefs. 

Ahmad ibn Hanbal became the leader of the opponents of Mutazilite ideas. 
When he was arrested and brought to court, he refused to recant. As a result, 
he was imprisoned and reportedly suffered greatly; he may have been tor¬ 
tured. His steadfastness made him a popular hero among Muslim believers, 
and he eventually was released by a new caliph, Mutawakkil, who opposed the 
Mutazilites. Freed from prison, ibn Hanbal became an honored teacher, even 
a living legend. 

Hanbal and his disciples founded one of the four canonical schools of Mus¬ 
lim legal thought, the Hanbali rite. It is the strictest of the four, rejecting such 
sources as analogy and consensus in favor of close adherence to the Quran 
and hadith. The Hanbali legal rite prevails in present-day Saudi Arabia. When 
Ahmad ibn Hanbal died in Baghdad at the age of seventy-five, hundreds of 
thousands of his followers escorted his coffin to the grave. 


legalism of “formal” Sunni (or Shi’i) Islam. It did not—as some modern 
writers claim—negate the Shari’a. Rather, it complemented the exoteric law 
with an esoteric path. Sufi leaders, such as Ghazali, spoke of the fiqh of the 
heart as the inner version of the fiqh of the world. Sufism also enabled Islam 
to absorb some of the customs of converts from other religions without 
damaging its own essential doctrines—a capacity that facilitated Islam’s 
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spread to Central Asia, Anatolia, southeastern Europe, India, Indonesia, and 
Africa south of the Sahara. From the eleventh century to the nineteenth, Su¬ 
fism dominated the spiritual life of most Muslims. Brotherhoods and sister¬ 
hoods of mystics, also called Sufi orders, arose throughout the umma> 
providing a new basis for social cohesion. The Safavid dynasty, which ruled 
Persia from 1501 to 1736, began as a Sufi order. Sufism also held together 
the warrior ghazis who founded the Safavid dynasty’s better-known rival, 
the Ottoman Empire. The Safavids were Shi’is, and the Ottomans Sunnis; 
indeed, both of the main branches of Islam could accommodate Sufism. 


Review of Muslim Divisions 

Let us review the bases of division in Islam. The first is political: After 
Muhammad died, should the leaders have been chosen by the umma or 
taken from the male members of his household? The second, overlapping 
somewhat with the first, is legal: Which rite or system of jurisprudence can 
best guide the conduct of individual and communal Muslim life? The 
third raises theological issues: To what extent can people apply reason to 
expressing or debating Islamic beliefs? Is God responsible for human ac¬ 
tions, or is each person accountable for what he or she does? The fourth 
can be termed spiritual: To what degree should Islamic practice include 
mysticism, or the search for hidden meanings not contained in outwardly 
tangible aspects of religion? Do not treat the resulting sectarian divisions 
as watertight compartments. For instance, an eleventh-century Egyptian 
could be a Sunni Muslim adhering to the Maliki rite and to Ash’ari’s theol¬ 
ogy, and practicing Sufism within a mystic brotherhood, even while being 
ruled by the Shi’i Fatimids. 


Conclusion 

The social, cultural, and intellectual life of early Islam was so rich and var¬ 
ied that it defies brief description. The Muslim peoples of the Middle East 
drew on their own pre-Islamic traditions and those of the various civiliza¬ 
tions that they encountered, many of which had been flourishing for cen¬ 
turies. They absorbed the customs and ideas that fit with their basic belief 
in the unity of God and the mission of Muhammad. The others they re¬ 
jected. Over many centuries and under many dynasties they went on devel¬ 
oping and enriching this multifaceted civilization, through trade and 
manufacturing, the spoken and written word, the erection of imposing 
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mosques and the design of refreshing gardens, and the formulation of lofty 
theological and philosophical ideas. Even the destruction of Baghdad dur¬ 
ing the Mongol invasions did not stop these processes. Nor did centuries of 
Muslim-Christian warfare prevent Europeans from learning the arts and 
sciences of Islam at the dawn of the Renaissance. In fact, the apogee of 
Muslim power and artistic expression was not reached until the sixteenth 
century, the gunpowder era that is the subject of Chapter 9. 




NINE 


Firearms, Slaves, and Empires 


Because we tend to equate the history of the Middle East with that of the 
Arabs, we assume that Muslim military might, political power, and artistic 
elegance all peaked sometime before the Mongol conquests. This is wrong. 
To be sure, the Mongols abused Muslims in thirteenth-century Transoxi- 
ana and Khwarizm, Khurasan and Persia, Iraq and Syria. Their record for 
mass murder and destruction stood unbroken until the time of Hitler and 
Stalin. Their champion wrecker, Hulegu, hated Islam generally and its 
political claims specifically. Yet his descendants, the Il-Khanid dynasty, 
converted to Islam within half a century and adopted Persian culture. In¬ 
directly, Hulegu and his heirs laid the groundwork for a succession of 
Muslim military states: the Mamluks in Egypt and Syria, the Safavids in 
Persia and Iraq, the Timurids in Central Asia and later in India (where 
they became known as the Mughals), and most notably the Ottoman Em¬ 
pire, which ruled the Balkans, Anatolia, and most of the Arab lands up to 
modern times. 

What have firearms to do with Muslim empires? None of the states we 
have just listed started out using them. We chose this title because all those 
who took power after the Il-Khanids either learned to use firearms or died 
out because their enemies had done so. The harnessing of gunpowder, 
used in fireworks since ancient times, transformed the nature of European 
and Middle Eastern politics and society. Once this change occurred, 
around the fourteenth century, any army or navy that failed to adapt to us¬ 
ing firearms in sieges and later in battles got crushed. Cannons and mus¬ 
kets required disciplined foot soldiers trained to load, fire, and maintain 
them. The need to recruit, train, and pay foot soldiers led to the rise of 
central governments and the fall of feudal lords who fought on horseback 
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and protected themselves with plated armor and walled castles. The states 
that successfully made the transition to the gunpowder age were those that 
strengthened their administrative and commercial classes at the expense 
of the landowning aristocracy. No Middle Eastern country succeeded as 
well in this as England and Holland. The one that came closest was the 
Ottoman Empire. 

Because the Middle East is so central within the Afro-Eurasian landmass, 
the area is apt to be measured during any given period by military yard¬ 
sticks: Were its governments strong or weak? Did they win wars or lose 
them? Did they gain land or give it up? Did their soldiers go into foreign 
territories, or did other armies occupy their lands? Although this chapter 
has no defined beginning and ending dates, it could start with a Muslim 
victory, that of the Mamluks over the Mongols at Ayn Jalut in 1260, and ter¬ 
minate in 1699, the date of a widely recognized Muslim defeat, when the 
Ottoman Empire ceded Hungary to Habsburg Austria. Between these two 
dates, the Muslims recovered from the Mongol shock, formed new political 
institutions, expanded the lands of Islam by taking the Balkans and parts of 
India and by peacefully penetrating West Africa and Southeast Asia, reached 
new heights of prosperity, and built monumental works of art—such as the 
Taj Mahal—that still set a standard for created beauty. 


The Mamluks 

You may recall from Chapter 7 that the Mamluks who saved Egypt from 
the Mongol menace in 1260 were Turkish ex-slaves who had recently 
seized power from the Ayyubids, the descendants of Salah al-Din. This il¬ 
lustrious ruler had adopted the practice of many Muslim dynasties, going 
back to the Abbasids, of importing Turkish boys ( mamluks , or “owned 
men”) from Central Asia and training them to be soldiers. Under Salah al- 
Din’s descendants, the Mamluks came to dominate the Ayyubid army. In 
the thirteenth century, Egypt, not Jerusalem, bore the brunt of the Cru¬ 
sader attacks. The Seventh Crusade, led by Frances King Louis IX (later 
“Saint Louis”), occupied the coastal town of Damietta in 1249 and was 
about to take Mansura when the Ayyubids sent the Mamluks to stop his 
forces. In the process, the Mamluks captured Louis and his army. Back in 
Cairo, meanwhile, the Ayyubid sultan died, with his son and heir pre¬ 
sumptive far away. For six months his widow, Shajar al-Durr, concealed 
his death and ruled in his name. When the son returned to Cairo, the 
dominant Mamluk faction, seeing that he favored a rival group, killed him 
before he could ascend the throne. The murderers proceeded to make Sha- 
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jar al-Durr the new sultan—one of the few times in Islamic history that a 
woman has ruled in her own name—but in reality the Mamluks took over 
(see Map 9.1). Their commander made this clear when he married Shajar 
al-Durr a few months later. 


The Mamluk Ruling System 

The Mamluks developed a succession pattern unique in Middle East his¬ 
tory. Although a son would often succeed his father as sultan, he usually 
(especially after 1382) had only a brief reign during which the major fac¬ 
tions would fight for power. As soon as one Mamluk party had defeated 
the others, its leader would seize the sultanate. It should have been the 
worst governmental system in history; oddly enough, it worked for more 
than 250 years. 

One reason was that it enabled several gifted leaders to rise to the top and 
stay there. Our favorite example is Baybars (r. 1260-1277), who had served 
his predecessor as one of his generals at Ayn Jalut. Soon after this victory, he 
killed his master and conned the other Mamluks into accepting him as 
their new sultan. Ever mindful of the Mongol threat to the east, Baybars 
tried to bring much of Syria under Mamluk control. This meant absorbing 
a few lands still under Ayyubid princes, reducing the Crusaders’ territories 
to a coastal strip (they held Acre until 1291), and ravaging the kingdom of 
Little Armenia, the Mongols’ most faithful ally. But Baybars did not let reli¬ 
gion or nationality stop him from making useful alliances. He courted the 
Byzantines and the Christian rulers of Aragon, Sicily, and several Italian 
city-states, all of which became Egypt’s trading partners. He sided with the 
Mongols in Russia—the Golden Horde (which had become Muslim)— 
against their Il-Khanid cousins in Persia. Baybars made Egypt the richest 
Muslim state. He also took in a fugitive Abbasid prince from Baghdad and 
proclaimed him caliph, thereby gaining some prestige. But Muslims cared 
more that Baybars earned the title of “Servant of the Two Holy Cities,” 
when Mecca and Medina accepted Mamluk sovereignty. The implication of 
this title was that until those cities were taken by the Ottoman Empire in 
1517, any Muslim making the hajj passed through Mamluk lands. 

It has become so normal for army officers to seize power in the Middle 
East that modern readers may picture Baybars as a thirteenth-century 
prototype for Saddam Husayn. But there is a difference. Baybars set up a 
lasting political system. Only lately have Muslim and Western scholars 
learned the secrets of Mamluk power and endurance. A mamluk y as we 
noted earlier, is a slave. Slavery in early Islam was not as bad as we tend to 
think, for it often enabled gifted young men to rise to power through the 
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army or the bureaucracy. In remote Middle Eastern areas—the Central 
Asian steppes (home of the Turks and the Mongols), the eastern shore of 
the Black Sea (inhabited by Circassians), the northern Zagros Mountains 
(Kurdistan), and even the Mediterranean islands—lived families that were 
willing to let their sons go, via slave traders, to serve Muslim rulers. In the 
thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, the greatest source of new mamluks 
was the Kipchak Turkic tribe. Then, after 1382, the Circassians took the 
lead, sending their sons to the barracks and their daughters to the harems 
of Muslim sultans and amirs (princes). 

A boy usually became a mamluk when he was between ten and twelve, 
not yet adolescent but old enough to take care of himself and to learn to 
ride a horse, if indeed he had not been riding ever since he knew how 
to walk. He would be sold into the service of the reigning sultan (if he was 
lucky), or to one of the amirs, and put into a barrack or dormitory with 
other mamluks his own age. All the boys would receive basic instruction in 
Islam and Arabic. They would be drilled in the care and riding of horses, 
taught to fight with lances and swords, and trained in archery. This rigor¬ 
ous education lasted eight to ten years, during which the youths were kept 
under the strictest discipline (a visit to the public baths was the high point 
of their week), but each cohort developed a feeling of unity that lasted the 
rest of their lives. Each mamluk, upon completing his military training, 
received his liberation paper, a horse, and his fighting equipment. 

Even as a freed soldier of fortune, though, the mamluk stayed loyal to 
the sultan or amir who had trained and liberated him, to his teachers and 
proctors, and to the men who had gone through training with him. Each 
cohort of trainees tended to become a faction within the army, rather like 
a house in a boarding school or a pledge class in a fraternity. If the master 
died or lost his position, often his mamluks would suffer demotion or ex¬ 
ile rather than attach themselves to someone else. Not surprisingly, the 
leaders of mamluk factions formed larger alliances, took power, and be¬ 
came amirs or, after 1250, sultans. In other words, men who had them¬ 
selves been trained as mamluks often became the owners and trainers of 
new mamluk boys from Central Asia or the Caucasus mountains. The ties 
between master and mamluk were much like those within a family. In fact, 
few sons of mamluks entered the system. Those who did ranked below the 
sultan’s or even the amir’s mamluks; they preferred to become ulama or 
administrators. Succession to the sultanate was seldom hereditary. The 
Mamluk sultans rose through the ranks of the sultan’s mamluks. Their 
ability to reach the top depended on their military skills and political acu¬ 
men. No Muslim dynasty that you have studied so far managed to rule 
Egypt and Syria for as long as the Mamluks did. 
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The Decline of the Mamluks 

In time, however, favoritism replaced advancement by ability, the rigor of 
the mamluks’ training declined, and the quality of Mamluk rule (especially 
under the fifteenth-century Circassian sultans) deteriorated. The system 
caused the mamluks to crave wealth and power, and in fact, they amassed 
huge estates. They also taxed free peasants and merchants so heavily that 
many turned into nomads. The Black Death and other epidemics reduced 
the population of Egypt and Syria by two-thirds. Mamluk attempts to mo¬ 
nopolize commerce in luxury goods so antagonized both European Chris¬ 
tians and Asian Muslims that the lucrative trade routes began shifting away 
from Egypt during the fifteenth century. By the way, the Mamluks’ killing of 
the goose that laid their golden eggs led to Portugal’s efforts to sail around 
Africa and also to Columbus’s voyages to the Americas. At a time when 
other armies were adopting cannons and muskets, the Mamluks relegated 
the use of firearms to minor corps of mercenary foot soldiers and continued 
to fight on horseback, wielding their accustomed swords and spears, and 
shooting with bows and arrows. This failure to keep up with developments 
in military technology caused their dramatic defeat by the disciplined Ot¬ 
toman army in 1516 and 1517. 


The Mongol Il-Khanids 

The Mamluks’ first rivals were the Il-Khanids, descendants of the Mongol 
conquerors of Iraq and Persia. Their founder, Hulegu (d. 1265), established 
his capital at Tabriz. He had good reasons for this choice: Tabriz was in the 
Azerbaijan highlands, it was close to the Great Silk Route leading to China 
and to southeast Europe, and it was also near large concentrations of 
Christians then remaining in Anatolia and northern Iraq. This proximity to 
other ethnic and religious groups raised an interesting issue. 


The Religious Issue 

The 64,000-dinar question for Hulegu and his successors was which reli¬ 
gion they would adopt, now that they were living among sedentarized 
peoples. They might well have become Christian. Indeed, Europeans be¬ 
lieved that somewhere beyond the lands of Islam they might find a mighty 
Christian ruler, whom they called “Prester John.” They hoped that this 
potentate—mythical, of course—would attack the Muslim menace from 
the rear and save Western Christendom. In the late thirteenth century 
Prester John was thought to be a Mongol; two centuries later, Europeans 
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would seek him in Ethiopia. Driven by this strange combination of hope 
and fear, the popes of this era sent missions to make contact with the Mon¬ 
gol empires, open trade with them, and if possible, convert them. The Ro¬ 
man church had little at the time to offer the Mongols, but some did adopt 
a form of Christianity already common in Iraq, Persia, and Central Asia— 
namely, Nestorianism. The Mongols also allied themselves with Georgians, 
Armenians, and other Middle Eastern Christians during their assault on 
Islam. The late thirteenth century was the last golden age for such Christian 
sects as the Nestorians and the Jacobites (Syrian Monophysites). Later, their 
political power and level of learning declined, and most of the world forgot 
about them. 

Most of the early Il-Khanids preferred Buddhism, with which the Mon¬ 
gols had long been familiar. Buddhist temples were erected in many Persian 
towns, and saffron-robed priests seemed as numerous as turbaned ulama. 
But the Il-Khanids tolerated all faiths and did not try to convert Muslims, 
clearly the majority of their subjects. In time, tribal Mongols intermarried 
with Turkish or Persian Muslims, adopted their language, and then took on 
their religion. The death in 1294 of Qubilai Khan (“Kubla Khan” in Cole¬ 
ridge’s poem) severed the remaining ties between the Il-Khanids and the 
great Mongol Empire, which was now becoming just one more “Chinese” 
dynasty. A year later, a new Il-Khanid ruler, Ghazan Khan (r. 1295-1304), 
formally embraced Islam. Persian Buddhism, an exotic growth, soon shriv¬ 
eled and died. 

Ghazan and his successors converted temples into mosques and repaired 
much of the damage done to Persia by their ancestors. Ghazan s successors 
proved to be weaker, and conflicts broke out between Sunni and Shi’i fac¬ 
tions. By 1360 Il-Khanid rule had fragmented and vanished. 


Effects of Il-Khanid Rule on Persia 

The Mongol era was not so tragic a chapter in Persia’s history as we might 
imagine from the massacres and destruction caused by Jenghiz Khan and 
Hulegu. Even before they became Muslims, the Il-Khanids encouraged 
and supported architects, artists, poets, and scholars. Some of the great 
mosques, such as those of Yazd and Kerman, date from the Il-Khanid 
period. Many of the monuments of Mongol architecture, however, have 
not survived the ravages of time, earthquakes, and later invaders. Several 
of the Il-Khanids commissioned great new complexes, with mosques, 
public baths, bazaars, hostels for travelers and Sufi mystics, schools, li¬ 
braries, hospitals, and monumental tombs for themselves, in or near 
Tabriz. One remnant is the eight-sided tomb of Ghazan’s successor, Oljeitu 
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(r. 1304-1317), which supports a dome 250 feet (75 meters) high. This 
mausoleum stood in what was to have been the center of a new capital city 
called Sultaniyah, set in the Azerbaijan highlands, but today all its other 
buildings have crumbled away. 

The Mongol conquests introduced Persian artists and craftsmen to the 
achievements of Chinese civilization, and so they produced some beauti¬ 
ful manuscript illustrations, glazed tile walls, and other ceramic creations. 
Hulegu, contrite at the damage he had wrought, patronized the great Per¬ 
sian scholar, Nasiruddin Tusi (d. 1274), who saved the lives of many other 
scientists and artists, accumulated a library of 400,000 volumes, and built 
an astronomical observatory that became the model for later ones in both 
the Middle East and Europe. Some Persian Muslims became viziers to the 
Il-Khanids and other Mongol dynasties. Two of these men, Ata Malik Ju- 
vaini (d. 1284) and Rashid al-Din (d. 1318), wrote universal histories—a 
rare achievement in any culture; these are chronicles from which we learn 
much about the Mongol Empire and its accomplishments. Two of Persia’s 
best-loved poets, Sadi (d. 1291) and Hafiz (d. 1390), lived in Shiraz, a city 
unharmed by the Mongols. The late thirteenth and fourteenth centuries 
were a time of economic revival and intellectual brilliance for Persia, as 
Islamic civilization east of the Tigris took on a distinct Persian character. 
Once again, as in the days of the Arabs and the Seljuk Turks, the Mongol 
era proved the old adage that captive Persia always subdues its conquerors. 


Tamerlane and the Timurids 

Just as the Il-Khanid state was fading, a new military star rose in the east. A 
petty prince, Timur Leng, often called “Tamerlane,” was born in 1336 in 
Transoxiana, a land suffering from constant bickering among Turkish and 
Mongol tribes. From his youth, Timur attached himself to influential amirs 
and generals. He gathered an army of Muslim Turks (or Turkish-speaking 
descendants of the old Mongol tribes), with which he hoped to build a uni¬ 
versal empire like that of Jenghiz Khan. Even before he could subdue his tur¬ 
bulent homeland, Timur crossed the Oxus in 1369 and proceeded to plunder 
Khurasan. When Russia’s Mongols, the Golden Horde, tried to align the 
principalities of eastern Anatolia and western Persia against him, Timur led 
his troops through Azerbaijan, Georgia, Armenia, northern Iraq, and parts of 
southern Russia. Everywhere they went, thousands of men, women, and chil¬ 
dren were killed, cities were razed, and farms destroyed. Posing as a devout 
Muslim, Timur inflicted special torments on Middle Eastern Christians. 

After a brief rest, during which he embellished his capital at Samarqand, 
he invaded Persia a second time, crossed Iraq and Syria, and brought his 
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empire to the eastern shore of the Mediterranean. Then, leaving the Middle 
East, he turned against India. He defeated its Muslim amirs, sacked Delhi, 
and filled his coffers with Indian booty, using its proceeds to march west¬ 
ward once more. Between 1400 and 1403 he took Aleppo and Damascus 
from the Mamluks and almost wiped out the rising Ottoman Empire at 
Ankara. Although his Middle Eastern realm matched his Asian empire 
at Samarqand, Timur pined for an even vaster domain, equal to that of Jen- 
ghiz Khan. Only his sudden death in 1405 stopped Timur’s soldiers from 
setting out to conquer China itself. 

Some people may admire the ambition of an Alexander, a Napoleon, or a 
Jenghiz Khan to build by war a universal empire under which all peoples 
would live together in peace. A world full of contending tribes and king¬ 
doms seems anarchic, and the conquerors we have named were visionaries. 
They esteemed scholars, artists, and artisans, and left legacies in the fields 
of political or military organization. If we focus on social history, though, 
we cannot praise Timur, whose main legacies were pyramids of human 
heads and smoking ruins where cities had once stood, though he did erect 
in Samarqand monumental madrasas , mosques, and mausoleums. His de¬ 
scendants patronized scholars, manuscript illustrators, and jewelers. His 
great-great-grandson, Babur (r. 1483-1530), would found a Muslim state 
in India. We call it the Mughal Empire, though it began as a Timurid off¬ 
shoot. It would last until 1858, when Britain took full control of India. 

Except for Central Asia, Timur’s conquests broke away soon after he 
died. The Mamluks recovered Syria, the Turkish amirs of Anatolia won 
back their independence, and various dynasties took over in Persia. Most 
memorable of these dynastic states were those of the Shi’i Black Sheep and 
the Sunni White Sheep Turcomans, who fought each other for most of the 
fifteenth century. Out of this chaos would come a new dynasty, the Safavids 
(1501-1736), to spur yet another Persian cultural revival. 


Gunpowder Technology 

In its earliest and most primitive phases, written history recounted the 
battles and the deeds of kings. War and diplomacy preoccupied most tra¬ 
ditional ruling classes, so this is what they paid their clerks and scholars to 
record. It was basically a “drum-and-trumpet” history of Europe or the US 
that our great-grandparents learned in school. Even now, what you get in 
Middle East history tends to stress politics and war, though literary and 
archaeological sources are now pointing toward economic and social his¬ 
tory. One new field is the history of military technology. For example, 
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Carlo M. Cipolla s Guns, Sails, and Empires shows how the development of 
gunpowder weapons and long-distance sailing ships enabled the Euro¬ 
peans to expand at the expense of the Muslim world in the sixteenth cen¬ 
tury. But the author also uses Turkish sources to show that some Muslim 
armies used siege cannons and field artillery as early as the Western Chris¬ 
tians did, several centuries before the sixteenth. 

The spread of gunpowder and firearms was as momentous a technologi¬ 
cal change at that time as the proliferation of nuclear weapons has been 
since 1945. Gunpowder had been used in China for fireworks since the tenth 
century, possibly earlier. It was being used as an incendiary device during 
the Mongol era, spreading from northern China to Europe. By 1330 both 
Christian and Muslim armies in Spain were loading gunpowder into can¬ 
nons in order to fire huge projectiles against enemy fortifications. The big 
guns were too clumsy to do much harm to an enemy soldier, but they could 
block a cavalry charge by injuring or frightening horses. During the four¬ 
teenth and fifteenth centuries, Italian and German gunsmiths were refining 
these weapons. Bronze (easy to cast but very costly) gave way to iron, the di¬ 
ameters of the barrels were slowly standardized, and the weapons were 
made easier to load and to move around. Simultaneous improvements were 
being made in the related areas of mining, metallurgy, designing and assem¬ 
bling the component parts, harnessing draft animals, and building roads. 

New methods of recruitment and training were devised to produce dis¬ 
ciplined corps of foot soldiers and sailors who could maintain and fire 
these gunpowder weapons. Any European ruler who wanted to keep his 
territory—or even to survive—had to obtain these new implements. Those 
Muslim states that opposed Europe had also to acquire firearms. The amir 
of Granada had them by 1330 and the Mamluks (although they used them 
reluctantly) by 1365, but the greatest Muslim gunpowder state was the 
Ottoman Empire. 


The Ottoman Empire 

Our tale begins with a humble Turkish principality located near Sogut, a 
mountain village in northwest Anatolia. At the end of the thirteenth cen¬ 
tury it was one of several dozen such petty states, fragments of the once 
mighty Rum Seljuk sultanate. The growth of this principality into a sprawl¬ 
ing empire, perhaps the greatest power of the sixteenth century, is an amaz¬ 
ing success story that has been told time and again. An ancient legend 
traced the empire's origins to the Turkic Kayi tribe, whose members fled 
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westward from their ancestral lands in Khurasan to escape from Mongol 
invaders in the thirteenth century. The Rum Seljuk sultan was fighting the 
Byzantines in the late thirteenth century when one of the Kayi chieftains, 
Ertogrul, happened upon the scene. Ertogruls offer of his 444 horse sol¬ 
diers turned the tide of battle in favor of the Seljuks, who rewarded him 
with an iqta (land grant) at Sogut. Upon Ertogruls death, the leadership 
passed on to his son, Osman, who was girded by a Sufi leader with a spe¬ 
cial sword and commanded to wage jihad against his Christian neighbors, 
the Byzantines. He took the title of ghazi (frontier warrior for Islam). 
From that time until the empire’s end in 1923, Osmans descendants—the 
Ottomans—would upon accession be girded with his sword and com¬ 
manded to fight for Islam against the Christian rulers of Europe. 

Although we do not know whether Ertogrul actually existed, recent stud¬ 
ies suggest that Osman’s ancestors had lived in Anatolia since 1071, when 
the Seljuks defeated the Byzantines. But in history we care as much about 
what people believe to have happened as we do about the literal truth. The 
legend stresses the Ottoman opposition to both the Mongols and the Byzan¬ 
tines (neither of whom were Turkish or Muslim) as well as Ottoman loyalty 
to the Seljuks and the tradition of militant Islam. If you keep these attitudes 
in mind, you will understand the spirit of the Ottoman state. (The succes¬ 
sion of Ottoman sultans is diagrammed in Figure 9.1.) 


Beginnings 

In the late thirteenth century the Byzantine Empire was recovering from a 
terrible blow it had sustained in 1204—not a Muslim raid as you might 
think, but the Fourth Crusade, a Venetian occupation of Constantinople it¬ 
self. For almost sixty years the Venetians ruled this historic capital; only a 
rump of the Byzantine Empire survived in western Anatolia with its main 
city at Nicaea. Once the Byzantines had regained Constantinople in 1262, 
their grip on Asia grew weaker. By this time, the Rum Seljuk sultanate was 
an enfeebled kingdom that had been defeated by the Mongols in 1243. No 
longer could it control the Turkish ghazis whose ancestors it had brought 
into Anatolia. Soon there were many principalities that were virtually inde¬ 
pendent of the Seljuks in Konya. The highlands of western and northern 
Anatolia were what historians call marches, border regions contested by 
two or more groups. The local settled population was Greek-speaking and 
Orthodox Christian. The hillside nomads were Turkish-speaking and Mus¬ 
lim, either Sunni or Shi’i but almost always Sufi. Raiding the settled peo¬ 
ples was their favorite occupation, and the traditions of jihad reinforced 
their militancy. 



The Ottoman Empire ❖ 141 


Osmans iqta at Sogut may have been tiny, but it was well situated on a 
hill overlooking Byzantine lands. Osman I (r. ca. 1280-1326) was a warrior 
chief who led a band of pastoral nomads and cavalry adventurers on raids 
into Byzantium to win new territories for Islam and for other Turkic tribes 
from the east, who constantly sought more grazing lands for their flocks. 
Although other Turkish rulers occasionally made peace with the Byzantine 
Empire, Osman never did. The chance for perpetual raiding attracted the 
land-hungry nomads to move west and fight for Osman. More sedentary 
Turks also came from the east, drawn by Osman’s ties with the militant 
trade guilds, and they set up his rudimentary government. For nine years 
the Turks besieged the Byzantine stronghold at Bursa; as Osman lay dying, 
they finally took the city. It became the first real capital of the Ottomans 
(the name that Europeans would give to Osman’s descendants). 


Expansion 

Orhan (r. 1326-1360) was the first Ottoman to have coins minted in his 
name and to assume the other attributes of Muslim sovereignty as he ex¬ 
panded his realm northwest to the Dardanelles and east to Ankara. Twice his 
armies were invited to cross the Straits into Europe by Byzantine emperors 
seeking Ottoman support against internal rivals and external foes. In 1354 
Orhan s men crossed over a third time, took Gallipoli, and refused to go back 
to Anatolia. Orhan s son, Murad I (r. 1360-1389), conquered many parts of 
the Balkans, including Thrace, Macedonia, and Bulgaria. The Byzantine Em¬ 
pire became a mere enclave on the European side of the Bosporus, a shriv¬ 
eled husk that survived on Ottoman awe and protection. Southeastern 
Europe’s great Christian power was Serbia. Its king, Lazar, amassed a force 
of Serbs, Albanians, Bosnians, Bulgars, and Wallachians (totaling possibly 
100,000 men) to defend his bastion against the Ottoman menace. Murad, 
leading perhaps 60,000 troops, defeated Lazar’s coalition at Kosovo in 1389. 
Both rulers lost their lives, but Serbia also lost its independence. The new 
Ottoman ruler, Bayezid I (r. 1389-1402), started to besiege Constantinople 
in 1395. The Europeans were alarmed at this new threat to Christendom, 
and Hungary’s king led English, French, German, and Balkan knights in a 
crusade against the Turks. They were defeated at Nicopolis, though, and the 
Ottoman Empire emerged as master of the Balkans. Symbolically, they 
moved their capital from Bursa (in Anatolia) to Edirne (in Thrace) and 
waited for nearby Constantinople to fall. It did not. 

If Bayezid had maintained his father’s policy of attacking mainly Chris¬ 
tians in Europe, the Ottomans might have taken Constantinople and ex¬ 
panded farther into the Balkans, but he craved the same prestige accorded 
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Orhan 


O rhan (1288-1360) was the son of Osman, founder of the Ottoman dy¬ 
nasty. He took over the young ghazi principality when his father died in 
1326 and ruled until his own death in 1360. During these years Orhan laid the 
foundations for the future Ottoman Empire. 

Details of Orhan’s early life are few. However, it is known that he sometimes 
led his father’s warriors on raids into Christian territory, and therefore, he had 
acquired the respect and experience necessary to retain the loyalty of the 
ghazis upon his accession. Soon thereafter Orhan began the process of trans¬ 
forming his warlord principality into an expanding empire. To this end, he in¬ 
corporated administrative procedures and financial practices characteristic of 
the Byzantines. To win the support of the city dwellers, he built mosques and 
subsidized such municipal services as public baths and hostelries. Orhan also 
expanded his military capacity by supplementing his ghazi horsemen with 
mercenary troops, some of whom may have been Christians. 

Orhan’s forces managed to conquer most of the Byzantine cities and villages 
in northwestern Anatolia, making Bursa, its main metropolis, the first Ot¬ 
toman capital. Orhan also intervened in the frequent civil strife within the 
Byzantine lands across the Dardanelles. Between 1341 and 1347, he and his 
forces served as mercenary troops fighting for John VI Cantacuzene, a pre¬ 
tender to the Byzantine throne, and established a permanent Ottoman outpost 
on the European side of the Strait. Orhan sealed the pact with Cantacuzene by 
marrying his daughter, Theodora, and soon began fighting for his own cause in 
Europe, taking Gallipoli in 1354 (the city’s walls had just collapsed in an earth¬ 
quake) . The wealth gained from his freewheeling plundering of Thrace helped 
strengthen the evolving Ottoman state. 

Orhan’s expansionist ambitions were not restricted to Byzantine territory; 
he was also wanted to take control of his local Muslim rivals. To this end, the 
Ottomans preferred less violent expansionist strategies, such as waiting until a 
local bey (or leader) died and then absorbing their ghazis and lands. This is 
how they took over Karasi in 1345, a move that brought them to the southern 
shore of the Dardanelles. 

An ambitious and exceedingly shrewd leader, Orhan proved to be very suc¬ 
cessful. As his popularity grew, so too did the number of ghazis who rallied 
around him. Orhan set the stage for the Ottoman Empire and was followed by 
other talented leaders who were equally capable in both administrative and 
military matters. 
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to other Muslim empires. The trouble came when Bayezid began conquer¬ 
ing nearby Turkish principalities in Anatolia. His eastward push angered 
Timur, who was invited into Anatolia by dispossessed Turkish amirs. The 
armies of Bayezid and Timur clashed near Ankara in 1402. The Ottoman 
sultan, deserted by his Turkish vassals, was defeated and taken prisoner. His 
newly won Anatolian lands were restored to their former rulers. Bayezid 
died in captivity, and four of his sons started quarreling over what was left 
of the Ottoman Empire. 

After an eleven-year interregnum, Mehmet I (r. 1413-1421) overcame his 
brothers and started to rebuild the empire. Toward that end, he had to fight 
new wars against the Turkish amirs in Anatolia, the Venetian navy in the 
Aegean Sea, and a Christian ex-vassal in the Balkans. He also suppressed 
revolts by a popular Sufi leader and by a Byzantine hostage who claimed to 
be his lost brother and hence the true sultan. Murad II (r. 1421-1451) 
pressed farther into Europe but was stymied by the Hungarians. After sev¬ 
eral Ottoman setbacks between 1441 and 1444, the king of Hungary was en¬ 
couraged to call a crusade, just when Murad had turned over his throne to 
his twelve-year-old son, Mehmet. The Christians reached the Black Sea port 
of Varna, whereupon Murad came out of retirement to take charge of the 
Ottoman army and defeat the latter-day Crusaders. Having resumed the sul¬ 
tanate, Murad led expeditions against John Hunyadi of Transylvania and 
Skanderbeg of Albania, two Christian warriors whose resistance to the 
Turks would make them legendary among their people. 


The Ottoman Zenith 

When Mehmet II (r. 1451-1481) regained his throne, he was influenced by a 
vizier, a Greek Christian by origin, who urged him to conquer Constantino¬ 
ple. They soon built a castle on the European side of the Bosporus, facilitat¬ 
ing Ottoman movement between Anatolia and the Balkans while cutting the 
Byzantines off from any aid they might receive from their Christian allies at 
Trebizond, a Black Sea port city (see Map 9.2). In 1453 Mehmet did what so 
many Muslim rulers since Mu awiya had tried: He laid siege to the walled 
city of Constantinople. But this time the Ottoman ships and guns succeeded 
where earlier Arab and Turkish attacks had failed. Constantinople was 
taken, pillaged for three days, and converted into the new Ottoman capital. 
The city, which gradually came to be called Istanbul, was repopulated with 
Turks, Greeks, Armenians, and Jews. Soon it grew as rich as it had ever been 
under the Byzantines. The Greek patriarch gained civil and religious author¬ 
ity over all Orthodox Christians in the Ottoman Empire. Monophysite 
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Christians and Jews later received similar confessional autonomy under the 
millet system (described in detail later in this chapter). This live-and-let-live 
policy contrasted sharply with the fanatical bigotry of Christian states at the 
time. Some of the Greek Orthodox Christians used to say, “Better the turban 
of the Turk than the tiara of the pope.” By the end of Mehmet’s reign, they 
had gotten what they called for, as his troops took the Morea (southern 
Greece), most of Albania, and the coast of what is now Croatia. In 1480 the 
Ottomans landed on the heel of Italy and threatened to march on Rome, but 
Mehmets death saved the Roman church from the fate of Greek Orthodoxy. 
What might have happened to the West if Mehmet “the Conqueror” had 
lived longer? 

Mehmets son, Bayezid II (r. 1481-1512), was rather passive, compared 
with the other early Ottoman sultans. His pacifist policies were due, how¬ 
ever, to the captivity of his brother and rival, Jem, under several different 
European rulers. If Bayezid had ordered another attack on Rhodes, Italy, 
or Hungary, the Christians would have unleashed Jem to raise a Muslim 
revolt in Anatolia, where many resented the Ottomans' high taxes and re¬ 
liance on converts from Christianity (we explain why they did so later in 
this chapter). Anatolian peasants and nomads often adopted Shi’ism to 
voice their hatred of Ottoman repression. In fairness to Bayezid, though, he 
did manage to bring rival factions into balance, restore lands confiscated 
by his father to their rightful owners, and end debasement of the currency. 
He also sent his troops against the Mamluks to take Cilicia and against 
Venice for some of the Aegean islands. More threatening was the Shi'i chal¬ 
lenge from the Turks of Anatolia, spurred by the rise of the Safavids in 
Azerbaijan. When their first shah, Ismail, started a Turkish nomad rebel¬ 
lion that had spread as far west as Bursa by 1511, Bayezid's son, Selim, de¬ 
cided to seize control. 

Selim I “the Inexorable” (r. 1512-1520) transformed the Ottoman Em¬ 
pire from a ghazi state on the western fringe of the Muslim world into the 
greatest empire since the early caliphate. Equipped with firearms and 
highly disciplined, Selims forces routed the Safavids at Chaldiran in 1514 
and even entered their capital, Tabriz, before withdrawing from Azerbai¬ 
jan. Two years later they likewise defeated the Mamluks and took over 
their vast empire. As the new masters of Syria, Egypt, and the Hijaz, the 
Ottomans now ruled the heartland of Arab Islam. Even if we discount the 
story that the puppet Abbasid caliph in Cairo turned over his position to 
Sultan Selim, it is true that the Ottoman capture of Cairo made Selim the 
most prestigious ruler in the Muslim world. Islam's holy cities, Mecca, 
Medina, and Jerusalem, also came under Ottoman rule. 
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Suleyman “the Lawgiver” or “the Magnificent” (r. 1520-1566) had no 
living brothers to challenge his succession to Selim. Seen as the greatest of 
the Ottoman sultans by Turks and Westerners alike, Suleyman headed the 
forces that took Rhodes and Belgrade, defeated the Hungarians, besieged 
Vienna, captured most of the North African coast, drove Portugal’s navy 
from the Red Sea, and twice defeated the Safavids. He revamped the Ot¬ 
toman Empire’s government and laws. Regrettably, though, he delegated 
too many of his functions to his viziers. Late in life he fell under the influ¬ 
ence of his favorite wife, who caused him to have one of his sons (by an¬ 
other wife) killed and another exiled, thus leaving the throne to her son, 
Selim II “the Sot” (r. 1566-1574). Few of the subsequent sultans would 
match the quality of the first ten. 


Causes of Ottoman Success 

You may have inferred that the power and the glory of the Ottoman Em¬ 
pire stemmed from the personalities and policies of those first ten sultans. 
Rarely in history has one state enjoyed such a succession of just and brave 
rulers for almost three centuries. No doubt the Ottoman Empire owed 
some of its strength to these capable sultans, who learned the principles of 
government from their fathers during their on-the-job training in the 
provinces. They gained power by competing against their brothers, and 
usually the best man won. To avoid costly power struggles, they estab¬ 
lished a rule that the man who succeeded to the sultanate should have all 
his brothers put to death. They let no religious prejudices stop them from 
using the administrative (and sometimes even the military and naval) 
skills of their Anatolian and Balkan Christian subjects to benefit the Ot¬ 
toman Empire. When rival factions arose in the army and the bureaucracy, 
they kept them balanced and thus under control. “No distinction is at¬ 
tached to birth among the Turks,” wrote a sixteenth-century envoy from 
the Habsburg Empire: 

The deference to be paid to a man is measured by the position he holds in 
the public service. There is no fighting for precedence; a man’s place is 
marked out by the duties he discharges. In making his appointments the 
sultan pays no regard to any pretensions ... of wealth or rank, nor does he 
take into consideration recommendations of popularity; he considers each 
case on its own merits, and looks carefully into the character, ability, and 
disposition of the man whose promotion is in question. . . . Among the 
Turks, therefore, honors, high posts, and judgeships are the rewards of great 
ability and good services. 
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Political Institutions 

The strength and efficiency that awed the sixteenth-century Europeans were 
made possible by the ruling class, the so-called Osmanlilar (“Ottomans”). As 
was standard in Islam, the functions of the ruling class were to expand and 
defend the lands of the Ottoman Empire and to ensure the maximum ex¬ 
ploitation of its sources of wealth. The main competing groups in the ruling 
class were the landowning aristocracy, made up of conquered Christian 
princes in the Balkans and Turkish amirs in Anatolia, and a group of slaves 
taken by force from their families as boys, converted to Islam, and trained 
for military or administrative service. The system of recruiting and training 
this group was called the devshirme (“boy levy”). The same word can also 
mean the group of soldiers and bureaucrats produced by this system. 

In theory, any male Ottoman subject could ascend to the ruling class by 
taking on three attributes: (1) complete dedication of his life and worldly 
goods to the sultan’s service; (2) acceptance and practice of Islam, al¬ 
though this rule seems not to have been enforced until the sixteenth cen¬ 
tury; and (3) learning and practicing the elaborate system of customs, 
behavior, and language known as the Ottoman way. As in the Mamluk sys¬ 
tem, special schools were set up in the capital and the main provincial cen¬ 
ters to train youths for Ottoman government service. Nearly all of these 
boys were taken from Christian families under the devshirme system. Al¬ 
though some families resisted this apparent theft of their preadolescent 
sons (whom they could protect by arranging early marriages for them), 
others brought them to the recruiters, for the devshirme enabled the lads 
to rise as high in the government as their talents and aspirations might 
take them. 

The ruling class contained four branches: administrative, military, 
scribal, and cultural. The administrative branch was the palace; it included 
the sultan’s wives, children, and household servants (sometimes called the 
inner service) and the cabinet (divan), which supervised all the other 
branches of the Ottoman government (and hence was called the outer ser¬ 
vice). Its chief administrator was the grand vizier, who was authorized to 
replace the sultan on military campaigns or in the divan. By Suleyman’s 
time, the viziers often did both and were second in power and prestige to 
the sultan himself. The early viziers were usually Turkish princes or ad¬ 
ministrators from older Muslim states; Christian converts to Islam first 
became chief ministers under Mehmet the Conqueror and almost mo¬ 
nopolized the post by the reign of Suleyman. 

The military branch was important, too, for the Ottoman Empire often 
resembled an army camp. Many subdivisions, both administrative and 
functional, existed, but we limit ourselves here to the horse soldiers 
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(sipahis), armed with lances or bows and arrows, and the foot soldiers (no¬ 
tably the janissaries), who were trained to use firearms. Although the 
sipahis played the lead role in the early conquests, it was the well-armed, 
disciplined janissary corps that enabled the sixteenth-century Ottomans to 
defeat the Safavids, Mamluks, and Habsburgs. The janissaries, whose ori¬ 
gins are shrouded in legend, were by far the most numerous and impor¬ 
tant product of the devshirme system. Their training and discipline were 
extremely strict. Confined to barracks except during campaigns, the janis¬ 
saries were forbidden to marry or to own land, so that their whole loyalty 
could be focused on the sultan and his state. The sipahis, on the other 
hand, received estates, called timars , which they were entitled to exploit 
only as long as they reported for duty and outfitted a specified number of 
horse soldiers whenever the sultan needed them. As armies made greater 
use of siege cannons and field artillery during the sixteenth century, the 
sipahis declined in power relative to the janissaries, whose cohesion was re¬ 
inforced by their belonging to a Sufi brotherhood called the Bektashis. 

The janissaries and other foot soldiers had to get their food, clothing, and 
shelter from the government, and by the sixteenth century they also received 
salaries, plus accession money each time a new sultan took power. The 
Ottoman Empire needed a well-run treasury to meet these demands. This 
function was performed by the scribal branch, which took in the revenues 
and paid salaries and other government obligations. Tax collection was not 
usually done by salaried officials, as in our system; rather, it was farmed out 
to Ottomans known as multezims. A multezim (tax farmer) was entitled to 
collect all the taxes that he could from a given area of land (or block of 
houses or shops in a bazaar) on the condition that a fixed amount or speci¬ 
fied percentage of his take be remitted to the treasury. The multezim pock¬ 
eted the rest. On the same principle, many officials were authorized to 
collect fees, called bakhshish (a word that has come to mean “bribe” or 
“handout” in the modern Middle East), for services rendered, not from the 
state treasury, but rather from the public. As long as the Ottoman govern¬ 
ment was strong, this delegation of the right to collect taxes or fees ensured 
that officials would carry out their duties efficiently. 

Later on, as the state needed more money than it could collect from the 
multezims , clerks had to buy their posts in the scribal branch and then re¬ 
coup their investment by levying exorbitant taxes and fees on the public. 
Thus the system came to exploit and oppress Ottoman subjects. 

The cultural branch of the ruling class was what you know as the ulama. 
These Muslim scholars, primarily Sunni, administered justice, managed 
waqfs (Islamic endowments) to support schools and hospitals, educated 
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most Muslim youth, and performed other religious tasks. Sometimes they 
also served as a buffer between the subject peoples and the other branches 
of the ruling class. What was new in the Ottoman system was that the 
higher ulama became a recognized governmental branch headed by an of¬ 
ficial called the shaykh al-Islam , appointed by the sultan. 

The subject class (reaya) included everyone in the Ottoman Empire 
who did not belong to the ruling class. Its function was to produce the 
wealth of the empire. Herders and peasants, miners and builders, artisans 
and merchants, were all reaya. Their cohesion was strengthened by trade 
guilds, Sufi orders, and athletic clubs. Their political and social organiza¬ 
tion was the millet , or “religious community” The Greek Orthodox church 
was a millet , headed by a patriarch who served at the pleasure of the sul¬ 
tan. All ecclesiastical, judicial, educational, and other benevolent activities 
involving Orthodox Christians in the Ottoman Empire, from Bosnia to 
Basra, were handled by their millet. The Armenian millet performed simi¬ 
lar functions for Armenians (and, in theory, other Monophysite Chris¬ 
tians) no matter where in the empire they lived. Later on, the Ottoman 
sultan appointed a chief rabbi to head the Jewish millet , with similar juris¬ 
diction over Ottoman Jews. The Muslim reaya , who made up less than 
half the population of the Ottoman Empire at its height, were considered 
members of the Islamic umma. They, too, often called themselves a millet, 
but the cultural branch of the ruling class was their equivalent of an eccle¬ 
siastical organization. 

Europeans living or doing business in the Ottoman Empire, being 
Catholic or (from the sixteenth century) perhaps Protestant, did not care to 
be a part of any of these millets. Nor did they have to be. The Ottoman gov¬ 
ernment adopted a practice, dating back to the Ayyubids, of issuing “Capit¬ 
ulations” that gave autonomy to foreigners living in a Muslim territory. In 
effect, European nationals were freed from having to obey Ottoman laws or 
pay local taxes. Although older books claim that the Capitulations began 
with a treaty between Suleyman the Magnificent and the king of France, in 
fact the system was taken over from the Mamluks. The deal was reciprocal: 
Muslim merchants received the same concessions when living in foreign 
states. It may seem odd that the Ottoman sultans would accept a system 
that kept them from prosecuting criminals within their empire, if they had 
the protection of a foreign power. Indeed, when the European states grew 
stronger and the Ottomans weaker in the eighteenth and nineteenth cen¬ 
turies, many Westerners did abuse the privileges they enjoyed under the 
Capitulations. Muslims conceive of the law as binding on people who es¬ 
pouse the religion from which it stems, not on those who happen to be 
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living in a particular place. The Capitulations also attracted European 
traders and technicians to reside in the empire, while sparing the Ottomans 
the trouble of settling their quarrels. 


Ottoman Decline: Signs and Causes 

The accession of Selim II in 1566 and the defeat of the Ottoman navy at 
Lepanto in 1571 are commonly identified as the first signs of decline. Some 
of its root causes go back earlier, though, and the outward signs were not 
visible until later. Well into the seventeenth century, Ottoman armies went 
on attacking European Christians and Persian Shi’is almost at will. 

True, the Ottoman princes no longer got on-the-job training, nor were 
they put to death if they did not reach the throne. Rather, they were con¬ 
fined to the imperial harem and manipulated by factions of janissaries or 
bureaucrats until they reached the throne unfit to rule. And true, occa¬ 
sional border setbacks showed that the janissaries were no longer keeping 
up their high training standards or using the latest weapons and techniques 
of war. In fact, they were living outside their barracks, getting married, en¬ 
rolling their sons in the corps, rioting to obtain more privileges, and taking 
up trades more lucrative than soldiering. The Ottoman navy was still using 
oar-driven galleys when rival powers had converted to sailing ships and 
could blockade the Turks in the Mediterranean, the Black Sea, and even the 
Persian Gulf. 

Other aspects of Ottoman society were also declining, but most Euro¬ 
peans did not notice any problems until the late seventeenth century. The 
Ottoman army besieged Vienna in 1683. It had done so once before, only 
to be driven back by an unusually cold October; but in that second siege 
the superior arms and tactics of the Europeans saved the Habsburg capital 
and repelled the Turks, despite their greater numbers. By 1699, when the 
Ottomans signed the Treaty of Karlowitz, ceding control of Hungary to 
the Habsburg Empire, they were clearly on the defensive. The Ottoman 
Empire had ceased to be the scourge of Christendom. 

Why did the Ottoman Empire begin to decline in the sixteenth century? 
No state has yet found a political fountain of youth that would arrest its ul¬ 
timate downfall. Perhaps we should admit that countries, like people, have 
life spans that, though variable in length, are never infinite. But historians 
have noted other causes of the Ottoman Empire’s decline. One was its insis¬ 
tence on having only one army, for the experience of previous Muslim 
states had been that dividing their forces led to breaking up their realms. 
Besides, the army was, in principle, led by the chief ghazi —that is, either by 
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the sultan himself or by his authorized deputy, the grand vizier. Under 
these conditions, the army could fight only one campaign at a time, and 
never farther from Istanbul than it could march during the campaign sea¬ 
son (April to October), because the sipahis went home in the autumn to su¬ 
pervise their timars and the janissaries wintered in Istanbul. If two states 
could coordinate an attack on the Ottoman Empire from different sides, 
the army might well be defeated. By the end of the sixteenth century, the 
Ottomans lagged behind the West in weaponry and fighting techniques. 
Officers and troops liked the old ways; learning new ones would require 
more work and might threaten their power. 

Economic conditions, too, deteriorated. Europe’s discovery and ex¬ 
ploitation of the New World and of sea routes around Africa to the Asia’s 
riches weakened the role of the Muslim countries as intermediaries con¬ 
trolling the main trade routes. Cheap American silver flooded Europe and 
the Middle East, inflating prices generally in the late sixteenth century. 
Some states, such as England and Holland, had ambitious merchants and 
manufacturers who were ready to expand their business activities; other 
countries, including Spain as well as the Ottoman Empire, suffered severe 
economic disruption because of the inflation. Many Ottoman merchants 
and artisans were ruined by foreign competitors sheltered by the Capitula¬ 
tions. Besides, extortionate taxation by the multezims and rural overpopu¬ 
lation caused many peasants to leave their farms and flock to the cities. 
When they found no work, they became vagabonds and brigands, further 
impoverishing the economy. 

Many Westerners think that Islam engenders fatalism and dampens in¬ 
dividual initiative. If this were universally true of Muslims, it would be 
hard to account for their successes under the High Caliphate, the early 
Mamluks, or the Ottomans up to 1566. But the Ottoman ulama became 
too conservative. To uphold Muslim law, the Shari’a, they guarded against 
blameworthy innovations. They carried this caution to absurd lengths 
when they forbade the importation of Arabic and Turkish printing presses 
into the empire until the eighteenth century, lest a printed Quran violate 
the principle that God’s word was written, and (in a more practical vein) 
lest Muslim scribes be thrown out of work. The ulama also wielded power 
as interpreters of the laws, managers of the waqfs , and local administrators 
and resisted any threat to their position. 

The basic reason for the Ottoman loss of power, though, was the disap¬ 
pearance of the balance among the various forces within the ruling class. 
English-speaking peoples often call for a balance of power within their gov¬ 
ernment, for an equilibrium among its branches or special-interest groups 
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helps protect the individual citizen from official tyranny. The Ottoman bal¬ 
ance of power served a different purpose. The early sultans had encouraged 
competition between the traditional leaders (the landowners and ulama) 
and the men who had been recruited and trained under the devshirme sys¬ 
tem. When Suleyman the Magnificent appointed a succession of viziers all 
taken from the devshirme , he tilted the balance in favor of that group. By 
the end of his reign, neither the old aristocracy nor anyone else could check 
the devshirme administrators’ power. Matters grew worse under his succes¬ 
sors. A comparable imbalance occurred in the army, where the janissaries, 
who used firearms, overpowered the horse soldiers, who did not. The janis¬ 
saries were emboldened, therefore, to demand the right to marry, to live 
outside the barracks, to enroll their sons in the corps, to practice trades 
other than fighting, and to neglect their training. By the late seventeenth 
century, they were no longer effective defenders of the empire. The Ot¬ 
toman government took no more levies of Christian boys, and it phased 
out the rigorous training schools for janissaries and administrators. Ap¬ 
pointment and promotion came to be based on family ties and favoritism, 
in place of merit. Once the ruling class had called its members “slaves of the 
[sultan’s] gate”; now the Ottoman sultan was their servant, a captive within 
his own palace harem. 


Persia Under the Safavids 

Let us compare the Ottoman Empire with a contemporary Muslim state 
less known or feared in the West, Safavid Persia. The Safavid dynasty grew 
out of a militant Sufi order in Ardabil, a city in Azerbaijan. Initially Sunni, 
the Safavids became ardently Shi’i after the Mongol conquest. The collapse 
of Timur’s empire after his death in 1405 led, in Persia, to many small dy¬ 
nastic states, most of them ruled by quarrelsome nomadic tribes such as 
the Black Sheep and White Sheep Turcomans mentioned earlier. Led by 
Shaykh Junayd (d. 1460) and protected by the Black Sheep Turcomans, the 
Safavids began converting large numbers of Turks in Azerbaijan and Ana¬ 
tolia to Shi’ism. These Shi’i Turks came to be called kizilbash (red heads) 
because of their distinctive headgear. When the Black Sheep Turcomans 
betrayed Junayd and drove him out of Ardabil, he allied himself with their 
White Sheep rivals, even though they were Sunni. 

The Safavids grew in strength and numbers, even after Junayd’s death, 
until they challenged their new patrons. The White Sheep Turcomans pro¬ 
ceeded to kill or to lock up almost the whole Safavid family. By 1494 no 
leader of the kizilbash revolutionaries remained free except a seven-year- 
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old grandson of Junayd, Ismail, who eluded his pursuers during a house- 
to-house search of Ardabil and escaped to another part of Persia. During 
the summer of 1500 young Isma’il and his kizilbash followers began a re¬ 
volt in Anatolia against their oppressors. Turkish Shi’i tribal warriors came 
in droves, and in early 1501 the White Sheep Turcomans were decisively 
defeated. 


Rise of Safavid Power 

The Safavid state began in Azerbaijan when Isma’il, now thirteen, entered 
Tabriz, proclaimed himself shah, and declared that Twelve-Imam Shi’ism 
would become the state’s sole religion. This stance amounted to a declara¬ 
tion of war against the Ottoman Empire, which was Sunni and not se¬ 
curely in control of the Anatolian Turks, who leaned toward Shi’ism. In 
fact, just about every Muslim dynasty in 1501 was Sunni, which made the 
Safavids quite distinctive. It was hard for them even to find books ex¬ 
pounding the fundamentals of Shi’i Islam, and they had to import their 
ulama from what is now southern Lebanon. Nevertheless, Isma’il aspired 
to conquer the whole Muslim world for Shi’ism, supported by his faithful 
kizilbash warriors. Even though most Turkish nomads and Persian peas¬ 
ants under Safavid rule were Sunni, Isma’il was determined to unite the 
country politically and religiously. Within a decade the Safavids, though 
Turkish by race, had taken control of all Persia. It took longer to win over 
the local inhabitants to Shi’ism, especially in the eastern provinces; but, 
once converted, the Persians came to view their sect as a badge of national 
identity. Likewise, they thought of the Safavids as a Persian dynasty. In¬ 
deed, the Safavid era was one of the most glorious for the history of Per¬ 
sian art and political power. 

But the Safavids could not match the might of the Ottoman Empire. You 
may remember that in the Battle of Chaldiran (1514), the janissaries with 
their firearms defeated the kizilbash fighting on horseback. The Ottomans 
entered Tabriz but left after a week, for the janissaries would spend the win¬ 
ter only in Istanbul. The Safavids lost some of their lands in Anatolia and 
Armenia, but Persia was saved from Ottoman rule. However, the fanatical 
loyalty of the kizilbash to Isma’il was shaken by the Chaldiran defeat, and 
the impetus to spread Safavid rule to other lands under Sunni Islam was 
lost. So shaken was Isma’il that he spent the last decade of his life hunting 
and drinking. Why did the Safavids lag behind the Ottomans in adopting 
gunpowder weapons? Like the Mamluks, the kizilbash knew about them 
but viewed them as unmanly and awkward to carry on horseback. The 
Safavids’ other foes, the Central Asian Uzbeks, did not use firearms either. 
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The Safavid Zenith 

The Safavids’ drive to conquer the rest of the Muslim world shifted to cre¬ 
ating a good life for themselves. Tabriz, Qazvin, and finally Isfahan became 
the capitals of their empire. Each in turn became a center for artists, ar¬ 
tisans, and (most conspicuously) architects. Isfahan was a dazzling and 
beautiful city. Even now, its mosques, bazaars, madrasas , and palaces are 
eloquent testimony to the opulent lifestyle of the Safavid shahs. But Isfahan 
is better seen, even on a Web site, than read about in a textbook. As the Per¬ 
sians say, Isfahan nisf-i-jehan, or “Isfahan is half the world.” 

The reign of Shah Abbas I (1587-1629) was the zenith of Safavid wealth 
and power. Earlier shahs had been manipulated by the kizilbash tribal 
chiefs, but Abbas brought them to heel by executing anyone he suspected of 
plotting against him and by seizing much of their agricultural land. Like 
many earlier Muslim rulers, Abbas brought in slave boys (called ghulams in 
Persian) to be indoctrinated and trained as salaried warriors and adminis¬ 
trators. In the Safavid case, they were mainly Armenian and Georgian 
Christians, not all of whom converted to Shi’ism. Abbas hoped to set up a 
balance between his aristocracy (the kizilbash ) and this new corps of ghu¬ 
lams , each competing to serve the Safavid state. Like the Ottoman sultans, 
the Safavids divided their government into branches: the royal household, 
the state administration, the military corps, and the religious-judicial sys¬ 
tem. Each branch contained two or more dignitaries competing for the 
shahs favor, giving him more leverage. This governmental system was not 
unique to this era; Persia’s hierarchy can be traced back to the early caliphs, 
the Sasanids, and even the Achaemenids. 

The Europeans courted Abbas. He brought in English advisers to train 
his ghulams to use cannons and pistols, strengthening the Safavid army 
against the Ottomans. Because of the hostility between the Christian West 
and the Ottoman Empire, every European country that hoped to be a naval 
and commercial power sent envoys and merchants to Isfahan, seeking Ab¬ 
bas’s help against Istanbul. Spain, Portugal, France, England, and Holland 
had representatives at his court. Even Catholic missionaries entered Safavid 
Persia. Was Shah Abbas a new Prester John? 

Certainly not. Abbas was a great Muslim ruler like Harun al-Rashid or 
Suleyman the Magnificent. His reign marked a turning point in the his¬ 
tory of his dynasty (as had theirs). Significant changes were taking place 
within the Shi’i religious establishment as the Sufis who had formerly led 
the rulers and people lost their power and influence to the ulama. Among 
the ulama y too, the earlier school, which had based its doctrinal and legal 
decisions heavily on the Quran and the prophetic sunna y gave way to one 
that accorded far-reaching authority to the mujtahids (legists) to interpret 
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the Shari'a. Thus, the Shi'i ulama became ever more powerful, especially 
in modern times. Shah Abbas, troubled early in his reign by the kizilbash , 
suspected anyone else who had power. This included his own sons, all of 
whom he had blinded or put to death, and thus his ultimate successor was 
a weak grandson. The later Safavids continued Abbass policy of putting 
more and more land under state control at the expense of the kizilbash 
chieftains. They may have needed money to pay the ghulams , but the 
Safavids took so much land that they impoverished the countryside. Like 
the devshirme groups in the Ottoman Empire, the ghulams kept increasing 
their numbers and internal power—though not their strength as a fight¬ 
ing force—until they could manipulate and strangle the Safavid dynasty. 


The Aftermath of the Safavids 

By the eighteenth century, Safavid Persia was ripe for the plucking, but 
most of its imperial neighbors were equally decadent. In 1722, however, a 
group of tribal Afghans seized Isfahan, and the Safavids took to the hills of 
Azerbaijan, their first home. The Ottoman Empire, breaking a ninety-year 
truce, invaded the region. No match for the janissaries on the field, the 
Afghans skillfully sapped the loyalty of the Ottoman auxiliaries and negoti¬ 
ated a peace, ceding large areas of western Persia. This appalled the Persian 
people. Under the inspiring leadership of a warrior named Nader Afshar, 
Persian and Turkish tribes united to drive out the Afghan usurpers and 
then, more gradually, the dissolute Safavids. The victorious leader crowned 
himself Nader Shah in 1736. His reign was traditional Persia's “last hurrah.” 
Within a decade he had driven back the Ottomans and taken most of India. 
He might have become a world conqueror had he not tried to convert the 
Persians from Shi’i to Sunni Islam, thus weakening his domestic support. 
Upon his assassination in 1747, Nader Shah's empire collapsed. Successive 
minor dynasties led Persia into 160 years of political breakdown and social 
decay from which it would be slow to recover. 


Conclusion 

In this chapter, or perhaps earlier, you may have seen a pattern in the rise 
and fall of dynastic states. An area is divided among many states or no¬ 
madic tribes. In its midst a ruler emerges with a mission, usually related in 
some way to Islam, that inspires his followers to do great deeds and to mo¬ 
bilize others like themselves to overcome rival states. The conquerors lower 
taxes or improve public order, thus gaining peasant favor, increasing food 
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production, and promoting economic well-being. As the empire expands, 
it builds up a large army and bureaucracy, which it must then pay for by 
taxing its subjects. The ruling class and the ulama become rich, powerful, 
and conservative. The rulers’ descendants prove to be less and less capable 
of ruling, and their subjects become more and more prone to rebel, until 
the empire falls and the cycle repeats itself. 

All of the empires that you have studied here—the Mamluks and the 
Il-Khanids, the Timurids and their Mughal descendants (slighted here, be¬ 
cause India is not part of the Middle East), the Ottomans and the Safavids— 
were Muslim military states in an era when possession and mastery of 
gunpowder weapons became prevalent, and then essential for survival. In 
addition, some of these states established institutions that ensured the best 
use of their subjects’ talents as soldiers and bureaucrats while maintaining a 
power balance among their competing factions. When these strategies failed, 
the Ottoman Empire and other Muslim states found another type of equi¬ 
librium to maintain their independence: the European balance of power. 



TEN 


European Interests 
and Imperialism 


In the eighteenth century, the West achieved and then maintained military, 
political, and economic superiority over the Middle East. This had not been 
the usual power relationship before. Neither the rulers nor the subjects of 
the Ottoman Empire—or any other Muslim country—wanted this subordi¬ 
nation to the European Christians, whom they had formerly looked down 
upon. But what could they do? Whereas once the Muslims had controlled 
the commercial routes between Europe and Asia and had dictated the terms 
of trade to both, now Europeans were selling their manufactures to the Mid¬ 
dle East in exchange for raw materials and agricultural products. Europeans 
living or trading in Muslim lands dwelt in special quarters of the big cities 
and did not have to pay local taxes or obey local laws and regulations. 
Whereas once the Mediterranean Sea and the Indian Ocean had been domi¬ 
nated by Muslim navies (or pirates), now European sailing ships—military 
and merchant—controlled the high seas. Earlier, the Ottoman sultan could 
choose the time and place to attack Christian Europe and then dictate peace 
terms; now his armies were at the mercy of Austria’s Habsburgs and Russia’s 
czars. To the Muslims, accustomed to victory on the battlefield, these 
changes seemed a cosmic error. Was God punishing Muslims who had lost 
their purity of intention and strayed from His plan for their community? 


Ottoman Weakness 

We can trace the changing relationship between the Middle East and the 
West by a series of dated events: In 1683 the Ottomans failed to take Vienna, 
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the capital of the Habsburg Empire; in 1699 they signed a treaty at Kar- 
lowitz, ceding Hungary to the Habsburgs and the Aegean coast to the Vene¬ 
tians; in 1718 they gave up more of their European lands; in 1774 they lost 
the Crimea and allowed Russia to speak on behalf of their Orthodox Chris¬ 
tian subjects; and in 1798 Napoleon Bonaparte occupied Egypt and invaded 
Palestine. Meanwhile, other Muslim dynasties, such as the Timurids (Mu- 
ghals) of India, the Safavids and their Persian successors, the Central Asian 
Uzbeks, and the Sharifian rulers of Morocco, were also fading before the 
mounting might of eighteenth-century Europe. But the Ottomans were 
closest to the new powers, had traditionally fought as ghazis for Islam, and 
stood to lose the most if the Europeans partitioned their lands. 


Some Symptoms and Causes 

Some popular histories may tell you that the Ottoman rulers cared nothing 
for their empire’s fate. Enchanted by the charms of the harem, dulled by 
wine or hashish, hamstrung by janissary revolts or quarreling court fac¬ 
tions, the sultans lost interest in maintaining their regime or defending 
their lands. By the same token, the venal viziers tried to keep the sultans out 
of their way, in order to profit from the corruption of the system. Bureau¬ 
crats bought their offices and sold subordinate posts to others, while every¬ 
one in power gouged the poor peasants and workers on taxes and fees 
(which were really assessed bribes). The janissaries, who should have been 
the backbone of the Ottoman army, became a hereditary caste of mer¬ 
chants and artisans who failed to maintain their training regime or to learn 
how to use such modern weapons as muskets and bayonets. Worse, they 
overturned their soup pots and went on a rampage if anyone dared to call 
for reforms. As long as the state fed and paid them, they saw no need to 
reform or to let other troops take their place. The ulama became juhala (ig¬ 
noramuses) steeped in superstition and oblivious to the growth of knowl¬ 
edge taking place in Europe. Landowners and merchants were robbed by 
brigands, against whom they had no protection. Peasants suffered from ra¬ 
pacious landlords and tax-farmers; many ran away to become brigands 
themselves. So turned the sad cycle. The easy answer is to blame incompe¬ 
tent or impotent sultans. As the Turks used to say: Balik ba$dan kokar (the 
fish stinks from the head). 


The Reforming Sultans and Viziers 

There is, as usual in such popular accounts, a germ of truth in all this. The sul¬ 
tans were getting worse. No one denies the insanity of Sultan Ibrahim 
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(r. 1640-1648), who had his 280 concubines tied up in sacks and drowned in 
the Bosporus. Mustafa II (r. 1695-1703) insisted on leading his troops into bat¬ 
tle and was decisively beaten by Prince Eugen of Savoy, the military genius of 
the age, costing the Ottomans the province of Hungary and their military pres¬ 
tige. Alcohol abuse and harem intrigues afflicted the later sultans far more than 
they had the first ten. Some members of the ruling class milked the Ottoman 
system to enrich themselves while failing to perform their duties. But one of 
the secrets of Ottoman longevity was that the system went on producing capa¬ 
ble sultans and viziers who saw the corruption and introduced reforms. 
Among the reforming sultans were Osman II (r. 1618-1622), whose attempt 
to form a new militia led to his being killed by revolting janissaries; Murad IV 
(r. 1623-1640), who executed 25,000 rebellious subjects in a single year; Mah¬ 
mud I (r. 1730-1754), the first to bring in Europeans to teach new fighting 
techniques; and Selim III (r. 1789-1807), who introduced a comprehensive re¬ 
form scheme, the nizam-i-jedid , which we describe in the next chapter. 

What about the reforming viziers? The Koprulu family produced six 
grand viziers who enhanced Ottoman security abroad and imposed politi¬ 
cal, social, and aesthetic changes at home. The first, Mehmet (d. 1661), was 
taken from his Albanian Christian parents by the devshirme and started his 
career working in the imperial kitchen. As grand vizier to Sultan Mehmet IV 
(r. 1648-1687), he defeated the Venetians and quashed revolts in Transyl¬ 
vania and Anatolia, executing thousands in the process. His son, Ahmet, 
strengthened the vizierate, checked the Habsburgs, and took Crete as well as 
parts of Poland. His brother led the Ottoman troops to the gates of Vienna 
in 1683 but failed to capture the city. A nephew of Mehmet Koprulu, serving 
Mustafa II, reduced taxes on consumer goods, set up factories, and hoped to 
restore farm production to its earlier level. 

Another vizier was Damad Ibrahim, best known for diverting Sultan 
Ahmed III (r. 1703-1730) into building pleasure palaces and tulip gardens; 
but he also brought in European artists, commissioned Turkish transla¬ 
tions of Western scientific works, and introduced the first Ottoman print¬ 
ing press. Our point is that, even in this dark age of Ottoman history, some 
sultans and viziers tried to bring in some light. More westernizing reform¬ 
ers would arise in the nineteenth century; we discuss them in the next 
chapter. However, reforms alone could not save the Ottoman Empire. 


The European Powers and the Eastern Question 

Most historians think that the key to the Ottomans’ predicament—but also, 
paradoxically, their salvation—lay in Europe. Without the Renaissance, the 
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The Koprulu Family of Viziers 


F or most of its existence, Ottoman rule mixed a hereditary succession with 
the promotion of administrators and military officers on the basis of 
merit. The empire did have a long run of luck with its hereditary sultanate, but 
after the reign of Suleyman I, weak and incompetent rulers inherited power. 
Without strong and capable leaders, other problems—military, economic, and 
governmental—became insurmountable. There is an old Turkish saying that 
the fish begins to rot at the head, and so it was that problems in the sultanate 
affected the rest of society. 

The decline of the Ottoman Empire did not take place overnight but oc¬ 
curred over more than three hundred years. During this time, strong viziers 
took firm hold of the reins of government in an effort to reverse the empire’s 
fortunes. The most famous of these men came from one family of Albanian 
heritage, the Koprulus. 

There is a pattern in the behavior of the Koprulu viziers. Each was given 
dictatorial or near dictatorial powers by sultans or their regents (often their 
mothers) who could not or would not rule directly. Each vizier could rule bru¬ 
tally, when needed, to root out corruption, rebellion, or incompetence. Most 
of them used the stick far more often than the carrot to achieve their ends. Al¬ 
though the Koprulus, each one learning from his precursor in an informal ap¬ 
prenticeship, were quite effective at restoring order, none of their reforms 
endured. This failure to reverse the Ottoman decline had many reasons, but 
one of them lies in the very definition of Ottoman success. 

Among other things, the subjects of the Ottoman Empire expected the gov¬ 
ernment to expand its borders. They wanted a strong government not only to 
maintain stability and defend the faith but also to enlarge Dar al-Islam (the 
land of Islam). Thus, ending corruption, suppressing rebellion, dismissing 
the incompetent, and instituting discipline—all of which the Koprulus did 
well—were not just ends in themselves but needed to support expansionist 
war. Almost all of the Koprulus, having stabilized the empire, quickly directed 
its renewed energies toward such wars. However, the reformed institutions 
usually proved too fragile to withstand eventual defeat by a powerful Western 
foe. Finally, the fifth Koprulu vizier, Huseyin, recognized the futility of these 
efforts and negotiated the Treaty of Karlowitz (1699), in which the sultan ceded 
Hungary to the Austrians, marking the beginning of the end, militarily and 
diplomatically, of the Ottoman Empire. 

Custom and tradition are hard to alter. They usually change only over long 
periods of time or under extreme circumstances. The first four Koprulus used 
their success to promote the age-old custom of expansive war. Only when the 
empire s state of exhaustion became obvious did the fifth Koprulu change this 
pattern of behavior. By then he had few other options. 
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Reformation, the age of exploration and discovery, the expansion of trade, 
the Enlightenment, and the Industrial Revolution, the West would not have 
surpassed the Muslim world in the eighteenth century. The Ottoman Em¬ 
pire had not undergone all the changes these movements brought to West¬ 
ern culture. But neither had such traditional Ottoman foes as Venice, 
Poland, and Spain; by 1750 they no longer menaced Ottoman security. 
Habsburg Austria still played its customary role as Christendom’s chief de¬ 
fender against Islam. But Austria’s leadership was paling before a new star 
rising in the north, czarist Russia. Many English-speaking people have be¬ 
lieved that Russia would have taken over all Ottoman lands but for the de¬ 
termined opposition of the other European states. To test this belief, let us 
now look at the Middle East policies of the most important European coun¬ 
tries of the nineteenth century—the Great Powers: Russia, Habsburg Aus¬ 
tria, Britain, and France. 


Czarist Russia 

Unlike the other Great Powers involved in the Ottoman Empire, Russia had 
experienced Muslim rule under the Mongol Golden Horde. It had emerged 
in the fifteenth century as a small but independent state, centered on Mos¬ 
cow and close to the sources of central Eurasia’s main rivers and portage 
routes. Some historians argue that the expansionist policy of Muscovite 
rulers was made possible by their control of these rivers and dictated by 
their ceaseless quest for outlets to the high seas. Rivers flowing into the 
Baltic Sea or the Arctic Ocean are apt to be icebound for half the year; 
therefore, Russia needed the Black Sea as a warm water outlet for trade. In 
the seventeenth century this body of water was almost completely sur¬ 
rounded by Ottoman lands. As a result, Peter the Great and his successors 
fought several wars against the empire in the eighteenth century in order to 
ensure Russian access to the Black Sea. By the middle of the nineteenth 
century, the Russians could regard the Black Sea as mainly theirs, but their 
ships still had to pass through the Ottoman-ruled Bosporus and Dard¬ 
anelles (the Straits) in order to reach the Aegean and hence the Mediterra¬ 
nean. Russia therefore sought control of the Straits, or at least assurances 
that the Ottomans would not bar passage to its warships and merchant ves¬ 
sels. Russia also wanted to rule the Straits in order to better defend its Black 
Sea ports from naval attacks from invaders. 

Some Russians had an additional motive to seize the Straits: They 
wanted to rule that great city on the Bosporus—Istanbul. Up to the Otto¬ 
man conquest, it had been Constantinople, capital of the Byzantine Em¬ 
pire, hence the “Second Rome,” and chief jewel of the Greek Orthodox 
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church. When Constantinople fell, Russia became the greatest Greek Or¬ 
thodox country and declared Moscow the “Third Rome A Muscovite 
prince married the niece of the last Byzantine emperor. Their descendants, 
Russia’s czars, sometimes sought to gain control of Constantinople (which 
they called Czargrad) and restore the power and prestige of Greek Ortho¬ 
doxy to the level of Roman Catholicism. Besides, many Orthodox Chris¬ 
tians lived under Ottoman rule, mainly in the Balkans. Austria captured 
some of them in the early eighteenth century, but the Habsburgs, being 
Catholic, were unsympathetic. Mother Russia would be a better protector 
for the Serbs, Bulgars, Albanians, Romanians, and Greeks seeking freedom 
from Muslim rule, for they were nearly all Orthodox. So, when Catherine 
the Great defeated the Ottomans in 1769-1774 and thus could set the 
terms of the peace treaty, she secured Ottoman recognition of Russia’s right 
to intervene diplomatically on behalf of Orthodox Christians living within 
the Ottoman Empire. The wording of this Treaty of Kuchuk-Kainarji is 
ambiguous, but Russians claimed later that it set a precedent for relations 
between Russia and Turkey (as the Ottoman Empire came to be called by 
the Europeans). 

Later on, the Russians maintained that they had something else in com¬ 
mon with many of the sultan’s Balkan subjects—namely, that they were 
Slavs. The term Slav denotes membership in a language group. Russian 
and Ukrainian are Slavic languages; so, too, are Bulgarian, Serbian, and 
Croatian. During the nineteenth century, some Balkan peoples espoused a 
kind of nationalism called pan-Slavism that aimed to unite within a single 
state all peoples speaking Slavic languages. Russia, the largest Slavic coun¬ 
try, claimed to be its leader. The Ottoman Empire feared the divisive effect 
of pan-Slavism as much as it had Russia’s earlier sponsorship of the Or¬ 
thodox Christians. But pan-Slavism also threatened such European neigh¬ 
bors as Prussia and Austria with their many Polish subjects, and thus 
Russia had to mute its pan-Slavism when it wanted to placate those pow¬ 
ers. Indeed, many Russian officials preferred upholding Ottoman integrity 
and friendly ties with the other European powers over unity with Ortho¬ 
dox Christians or their Slavic cousins. 

In the nineteenth century, Russia’s drive toward the sea, leadership of 
the Orthodox Christians, and encouragement of pan-Slavism combined at 
times to produce an aggressive Middle East policy. Russian troops entered 
the Balkans during the 1806-1812 conflict, the Greek war for indepen¬ 
dence in the 1820s, the 1848 Romanian uprising, the 1853-1856 Crimean 
War, and the 1877-1878 Russo-Turkish War. In the last of these struggles, 
Russian troops came to within 10 miles (15 kilometers) of Istanbul and 
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dictated the peace terms at San Stefano in February 1878. Because all the 
other Great Powers opposed Russia’s military and political gains from that 
war, the sultan regained some of the Balkan lands in the comprehensive 
Treaty of Berlin, signed later in that same year. Russian encouragement of 
pan-Slavism was a significant issue in the Balkan Wars of 1912-1913 and 
thus the outbreak of World War I in 1914. Although the intricate twists 
and turns of the “Eastern Question” from 1774 to 1917 can be confusing, 
most historians agree that the Ottomans viewed Russia as their main en¬ 
emy for most (but not all) of that time. 

The Eastern Question centered on whether Russia would gobble up 
Turkey’s European possessions, especially the Straits, or be stopped from 
doing so by the other Great Powers. Although other countries at times ac¬ 
cepted or even welcomed Russia’s growing might (for example, when Rus¬ 
sian forces helped defeat Napoleon in 1812-1814—or Hitler in 1942-1945, 
to jump ahead a bit), they usually tried to prevent a Russian capture of the 
Balkans and the Straits, lest it endanger the European balance of power. 

Let us explain the workings of this balance of power. There was no way 
to decree that each state would have as much power as all the others. After 
all, Britain had industrialized first, built up the strongest navy, and acquired 
a large overseas empire. France derived more of its wealth from farming 
than manufacturing, but it, too, had a big empire and a very strategic loca¬ 
tion. Austria and Russia each controlled vast areas with large and diverse 
populations, necessitating big standing armies. Prussia (which became 
Germany in 1871) had a well-armed and disciplined army. Although there 
was no way to ensure that each state had equal power, the balance of power 
kept any one state or coalition from becoming strong enough to dominate 
all the other European countries. Failure to maintain that equilibrium had 
enabled Louis XIV and later Napoleon to impose French power over the 
rest of the continent, hardly an experience that the British or the Germans 
(or any other country) cared to relive. On the same logic, many people in 
the nineteenth century feared that if Russia ruled the Balkans and con¬ 
trolled the Straits, all Europe would be at the mercy of the czars. 

Remember also that Russia was, like the US, a continental power and an 
expanding one, except that the direction of its growth tended to be east¬ 
ward as well as southward. Not only the Ottomans but also the Islamized 
descendants of the Mongols, Tatars, and Turks who had occupied Central 
Asia fell under Russian control in the nineteenth century. When the West 
feared that Russian rule in the Balkans would upset the European balance 
of power, the czars were also building an empire in cities like Samarqand, 
menacing Persia, Afghanistan, and British India. 
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Habsburg Austria 

Russia’s rivals had positive reasons to get involved in the Ottoman Empire. 
The Habsburg Empire, for instance, bordered directly on Ottoman lands 
in southeastern Europe from the fifteenth to the nineteenth centuries. 
Having whetted its appetite by taking Hungary in 1699, Austria hoped to 
move down the Danube River toward the Black Sea. It also wanted to con¬ 
trol lands south of the Danube, especially Croatia, Bosnia, and Serbia. The 
Habsburg emperors may have pursued commercial interests, but they also 
saw themselves as carrying on the old crusading traditions against the 
Muslim Turks. During the nineteenth century, as each of the Balkan states 
wrested its independence from the Ottoman Empire, Austria would step 
forward as its patron, protector, and trading partner. Some seemingly 
traded one master for another. Bosnia and Herzegovina, two regions cul¬ 
turally and geographically close to Serbia (but with large Muslim popula¬ 
tions), were placed under Habsburg military occupation as part of the 
1878 Berlin Treaty. Thirty years later, with no prior consent from the Otto¬ 
man Empire (and to Russia’s dismay), Austria annexed Bosnia and Her¬ 
zegovina. But their acceptance of Habsburg rule was undermined by 
propaganda from nearby Serbia, leading to the 1914 assassination at Sara¬ 
jevo of the heir to Austria’s throne. You may know that this event ignited 
World War I. Some historians see Austria’s Balkan policy as a cause of that 
great conflict once facetiously named “the War of the Turkish Succession.” 


Britain and the Middle East 

Britain was a naval, imperial, and Indian power. Safe sea transport to India 
became a primary British concern once it had consolidated its Asian em¬ 
pire by defeating France in the Seven Years’ War (French and Indian War) 
of 1756-1763. As long as most maritime transport between Europe and 
Asia went around South Africa, Britain hardly worried about the Ottoman 
Empire and at times even backed Russian expansionism in the Balkans. It 
did not, however, favor French control of Egypt and Syria, as we shall soon 
see. From about 1820, the growth of steamship transport and the improve¬ 
ment of overland communications made it faster and safer to transship 
people and goods across Egypt or the Fertile Crescent, both nominally 
Ottoman lands, instead of taking the long route around Africa. Britain de¬ 
cided in the 1830s that the Ottoman Empire would be the best guardian of 
its routes to India and soon committed itself firmly to the empire’s defense. 
It also had a commercial motive, for Britain and the Ottoman Empire 
signed a treaty lowering their import duties on each other’s goods. By 1850 
the Ottoman Empire had become a leading customer of British manufac- 
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tures and a major supplier of foodstuffs and raw materials to Britain. The 
British also came to share Austria’s suspicions of Russia’s Balkan aims. 

The largest European conflict between the time of Napoleon’s defeat and 
the outbreak of World War I was the Crimean War. Although many people 
think that the war was sparked by a fight between Catholic and Orthodox 
priests in Jerusalem, the real cause was the fear of most European countries 
that Russia’s growing strength in the Balkans in 1853 would threaten the 
balance of power in Europe. By leading the anti-Russian coalition, Britain 
proved that it would go to great trouble and expense to defend Turkey 
against Russian expansionism and thus to preserve the balance of power. 
On the same logic, Britain sent part of its fleet into the Dardanelles in 1878 
as a warning, after Russia had occupied most of the Balkan lands. In Chap¬ 
ter 11 we explain how Britain’s commitment extended to pressing western¬ 
izing reforms on the Ottoman rulers at these critical times. In a further 
attempt to secure its routes to India, Britain also took Aden in 1839, Cyprus 
in 1878, and Egypt in 1882 and made treaties with Arab rulers along the 
Persian Gulf from Oman to Kuwait. Several times Britain sent troops to Af¬ 
ghanistan or Persia to deter the advancing Russians, whose hope of reach¬ 
ing the Gulf nearly equaled their drive to the Straits. Britain feared that the 
czars’ land hunger might extend to the Himalayas, India, and even China. 
These nineteenth-century events foreshadowed Britain’s attempt to domi¬ 
nate the Middle East after World War I. 


France: Protector and Civilizer 

The best friend of the Ottoman Turks was usually France. Its strategic lo¬ 
cation, with ports on both the Atlantic and the Mediterranean, made 
France a contender for mastery in Europe. Until the nineteenth century its 
greatest Mediterranean rival was the Habsburg Empire, driving France 
into alliance with the Ottomans. France claimed to have the first Capitula¬ 
tions, and French merchants and investors usually led the Europeans do¬ 
ing business in the Ottoman Empire. When it needed military or naval 
experts, engineers, or teachers, the Ottoman government usually sought 
assistance from France. Young Ottomans were more apt to choose France 
than any other foreign country for higher education or advanced voca¬ 
tional training. 

Religion, too, strengthened the French connection. When Russia tried to 
protect Orthodox Christians under Ottoman rule, France advanced similar 
claims on behalf of Catholics. Because they were less numerous, the Turks 
minded them less. One fateful result was the special bond between France 
and Syria. And one key to this tie was a Christian sect, the Maronites, who 
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predominated in what is now northern Lebanon. In the seventh century, 
the Maronites had taken a compromise position between Orthodox and 
Monophysite Christianity, giving them a unique identity. They later en¬ 
tered into communion with Rome during the Crusades. They were allowed 
to keep their traditional practices (such as marriage within the priesthood 
and prayers in Syriac). From the seventeenth century, they had access to 
Western learning through a papal seminary for Maronites in Rome. When 
France emerged as the leading Catholic power, the Maronites welcomed 
French missionaries and merchants to Syria, where they built up a network 
of schools, churches, factories, and trading posts. France's primacy in Syria 
rested on ties with other Christians as well. Some Christians were leaving 
their native churches, usually Orthodox but some Jacobite (Monophysite) 
and Nestorian, and entering into communion with Rome as Uniates. These 
converts to Catholicism, like the Maronites, studied in the French schools 
and traded with French merchants. Some adopted other aspects of French 
culture, too, and viewed France as their patron and protector. When fight¬ 
ing erupted in 1860 between Syria's Muslims and Christians, the French 
government intervened to rescue the latter. 

Strategically speaking, Egypt mattered more to France than Syria did. 
This concern was not widely felt in the eighteenth century, when Egypt's 
economy and society reached a low point, owing to Ottoman neglect and 
Mamluk misrule. But Napoleon Bonaparte, who called Egypt the world's 
most important country, occupied it in 1798. For three years Britain and 
Turkey engaged in military and diplomatic maneuvers to get the French 
troops out of Egypt. Following France's departure, a military adventurer 
named Mehmet Ali (the Arabs call him Muhammad Ali) seized power in 
Cairo. Using French advisers, he started an ambitious reform program, 
built up a strong army and navy, and took Syria from the Ottomans in 
1831. France abetted and applauded Mehmet Ali’s gains. Not so the other 
Great Powers, who saw these gains as a threat to the European balance of 
power and viewed Mehmet Ali as a French agent. It took British naval in¬ 
tervention to get his troops out of Syria in 1840, but Mehmet Ali retained 
power in Egypt and founded a dynasty that would reign there until 1952. 

France played the lead role in yet another Egyptian drama. Mehmet Ali's 
son, Said, granted a concession in 1854 to a French entrepreneur to build 
a ship canal across the Isthmus of Suez. The British tried to block the proj¬ 
ect, fearing that it would put the French in control of a major route to In¬ 
dia. But once the Suez Canal was opened in 1869, Britain became its main 
user. Soon it bought the Egyptian government’s shares in the controlling 
company; then it sent troops into Egypt (France was supposed to send 
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troops, too, but failed to act at the critical moment) to quell a nationalist 
uprising in 1882. France’s economic and cultural ties with Egypt remained 
strong, but by the end of the nineteenth century, in spite of French oppo¬ 
sition, Britain dominated the Nile Valley. France did, however, take control 
of most of the rest of North Africa. After World War I it would seek fur¬ 
ther compensation in Syria and Lebanon. 


Conclusion 

This brings to a close our rapid survey of the Middle Eastern interests and 
policies of the major European powers. We went beyond the eighteenth 
century, hoping to give you a context for events occurring later on. You may 
ask why we focused on Russia, Austria, England, and France, to the exclu¬ 
sion of all other countries. Admittedly, we have oversimplified the scenario 
somewhat. The complete cast of characters in the Eastern Question would 
include Swiss archaeologists, Belgian bankers, German military advisers, 
American Protestant and Italian Catholic missionaries, Greek grocers, and 
Armenian photographers. By 1900 the German, Italian, and US govern¬ 
ments had also acquired bit parts in the political drama. Persia was becom¬ 
ing more important as well, especially as an object of Anglo-Russian 
commercial and military rivalry. 

This chapter also treated the Middle East not as an area taking indepen¬ 
dent action but as one acted upon. This, too, is a distortion. Even if it did 
lose lands in the Balkans and North Africa, the Ottoman Empire remained 
independent throughout this time. Even if Western ambassadors and advis¬ 
ers might have overdirected sultans and viziers, the scope of their actions 
was limited by Muslim conservatism and their need to prevent another 
country’s intervention. Likewise, Persia staved off the Russians and the 
British until both agreed to split the country into zones of influence in 
1907. Most Middle Eastern peoples went on living their lives as if Europe 
were on another planet. The changes affecting them were the westernizing 
reform policies of their own rulers. It is to these reforms that we now turn. 




ELEVEN 


Westernizing Reform in the 
Nineteenth Century 


Europe’s power rose so dramatically between the sixteenth and nineteenth 
centuries that every other part of the world had to adapt or go under. Some 
human groups, such as the Fuegian Indians at the southern tip of South 
America and the natives of Tasmania, were totally wiped out by white 
people’s diseases, alcohol, or deportation. Others, such as the North Ameri¬ 
can Indians and the Australian aborigines, lost nearly all their lands and lib¬ 
erties to English colonists. Some peoples mixed with the European settlers, 
creating a hybrid culture, as in Brazil. Many Africans were uprooted, en¬ 
slaved, and shipped to distant lands. Such ancient countries as India, Java, 
and Vietnam were absorbed into European empires. Japan kept its indepen¬ 
dence but copied Western ways on a large scale. Several other Asian states 
tried to stay independent by grafting onto their traditional societies those 
Western customs and institutions that they believed to be sources of power. 
China, Thailand, Persia, and the Ottoman Empire followed this path, which 
seemed moderate, logical, and appropriate for countries with deeply in¬ 
grained norms and values. Islam, for instance, was both a faith and a way of 
life. Muslim countries wanted to strengthen their armies and navies, their 
governments and economies, but not to cast off a lifestyle they had built up 
and followed for centuries. Reformers had to choose with care the institu¬ 
tions and practices they borrowed from Europe, but they soon learned that 
a westernizing program in, say, defense could not be blocked off from the 
rest of society. Military, political, and economic reforms sparked reactions 
in seemingly remote areas, often catching the reformers off guard. 

What is reform? In a Western country, the reformers often come from out¬ 
side the power elite, challenge the system, and, if successful, change it. They 
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may resort to violent revolution, but most successful reforms are achieved 
through the ballot box, the legislature, or the forum of public opinion. They 
may well reflect social and economic changes that have already occurred. 
When we speak of the Reform Bills in English history, we mean the acts of 
Parliament that extended voting rights to more people in the nineteenth cen¬ 
tury. A reform party in US politics usually is an out-group fighting against 
corrupt or unjust practices within a city, state, or national government. 

You might suppose that reformers come from below. In a few cases they 
have, even in the Middle East. You learned earlier about the Kharijite and 
Hashimite rebels under the Umayyad caliphate. In the seventeenth and eigh¬ 
teenth centuries farmers rebelled in Anatolia and the Balkans, but they 
aimed at breaking away from, not reforming, the Ottoman government. A 
better example would be the Wahhabis, a puritanical Muslim group, growing 
out of the Hanbali rite of Sunni Islam, that seized power in central Arabia 
during the eighteenth century. Led by a family named Sa’ud (hence the mod¬ 
ern state named Saudi Arabia), these Wahhabis wanted to conquer the Ara¬ 
bian Peninsula (if not more) and to purify Islam from practices they deemed 
corrupt. They built up a fairly strong state in the late eighteenth century; 
then they were checked by the Ottomans and Mehmet Ali in the nineteenth 
but made a strong comeback early in the twentieth century (see Chapter 14). 
Many of their ideas have won acceptance from Muslim thinkers outside 
Saudi Arabia. Call them reformers if you wish. There have been many other 
movements within Islam in the past two centuries that aimed to restore Is¬ 
lamic civilization s grandeur or to bring Muslim institutions into harmony 
with modernity. They have come not from below but from the intellectual 
elite. At times they have been started by the rulers themselves. 

In Middle East history, significant and effective reforms usually come 
from above. They have been instituted by the rulers, or by their viziers, 
generals, or local governors. They have seldom been demanded by the 
poor or done the lower class much good once put into effect. In particular, 
we look at those governmentally imposed reforms that imitated the ways 
of the West, often at the expense of Islam as the people understood it. 
Westernization was—and still is—often confused with modernization. 
This chapter focuses on westernizing reform in Egypt, the rest of the 
Ottoman Empire, and Persia. 


Egypt 


If Rip Van Winkle had nodded off in Cairo around 1795 and roused seventy- 
five years later, he would have been amazed—if not bewildered—by the 
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changes that occurred during his nap. Egypt made the fastest and most dra¬ 
matic transformation of any Middle Eastern country in the nineteenth cen¬ 
tury. Since 1517 the country had been ruled by the Ottoman Empire, but 
an early rebellion had taught Istanbul to leave local control to the Mamluks, 
the aristocracy of ex-slave soldiers who had ruled Egypt since 1250. During 
Ottoman times, the Mamluks continued to import Circassian boy slaves and 
to train them as soldiers and administrators. It might have been a good sys¬ 
tem once upon a time, but by the eighteenth century the Mamluks had be¬ 
come rapacious tax-farmers and cruel governors. Caught up in factional 
struggles, they failed to provide the irrigation works and security needed by 
the peasants, whose well-being and population declined. Starved for rev¬ 
enue, the madrasas , including the ancient university of al-Azhar, declined 
in intellectual caliber. Most ulama became incompetent, lazy, and corrupt. 
Their Christian and Jewish counterparts were no better. The Ottoman gov¬ 
ernors could do nothing. Soldiers and peasants revolted, sometimes success¬ 
fully, but they too could not reform the system. Egypt was running down. It 
took two extraordinary foreigners to get the country moving again: Napo¬ 
leon Bonaparte and Mehmet Ali. 


Napoleons Occupation 

Napoleon was sent by Frances revolutionary government in 1798 to con¬ 
quer Egypt and, if possible, Syria and Iraq. That regime probably wanted to 
get the ambitious young general out of Paris and may have hoped to retake 
India, where France had lost its colonies to the British in 1763. Napoleon 
aspired to emulate the conquests of Alexander the Great. To do this, he 
would have had to lead his army from Egypt via the Fertile Crescent to Per¬ 
sia, Afghanistan, and what is now Pakistan. It was a fantasy never realized, 
but Napoleon did defeat the Mamluks easily and occupied Cairo. Seeking 
to win over the Egyptians, he posted manifestos, like this excerpt: 

Peoples of Egypt, you will be told that I have come to destroy your religion. 
This is an obvious lie; do not believe it! Tell the slanderers that I have come 
to you to restore your rights from the hands of the oppressors and that I, 
more than the Mamluks, serve God ... and revere His Prophet Muhammad 
and the glorious Quran.. .. Formerly in the land of Egypt there were great 
cities, wide canals, and a prosperous trade. What has ruined all this, if not 
the greed and tyranny of the Mamluks?. . . Tell your nation that the French 
are also faithful Muslims. The truth is that they invaded Rome and have de¬ 
stroyed the throne of the Pope, who always incited the Christians to make 
war on the Muslims ... Furthermore, the French have at all times declared 
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themselves to be the most sincere friends of the Ottoman sultan and the en¬ 
emy of his enemies. The Mamluks, on the contrary, have always refused to 
obey him . . . Blessing upon blessing to the Egyptians who side with us. 
They shall prosper in fortune and rank. Happy, too, are those who stay in 
their dwellings, not siding with either of the parties now at war; when they 
know us better, they will hasten to join us.... But woe upon woe to those 
who side with the Mamluks and help them to make war on us. They will 
find no escape, and their memory shall be wiped out. 

The Egyptians loved the Mamluks little, but they soon loved the French 
even less. Napoleon and his men were not Muslims, nor did they restore 
Ottoman sovereignty. France’s occupation of Egypt was harsh, heavy- 
handed, and hated. Taxes and government fees, high but sporadic under 
the Mamluks, were now collected regularly from everyone, making them 
seem more oppressive. Ignorant of local mores and customs, the French 
troops shocked pious Muslims by their lewd conduct, public drinking, and 
blasphemous behavior, which included firing on al-Azhar to quell a local 
uprising. When the British navy sank most of Napoleon’s ships at Abu-Kir, 
and then the French army invaded Palestine but failed to take Acre from 
the Turks, the Egyptians became even more hostile. Although Napoleon 
himself slipped through the British blockade to return to France, the 
French occupation lasted until 1801. The Egyptian people were sullen but 
unarmed. Their Mamluk ex-rulers were divided and weakened. It took a 
joint Anglo-Ottoman landing at Alexandria, followed by a general Euro¬ 
pean treaty, to get the French forces out of Egypt. The British navy left 
soon afterward. 

Popular histories emphasize the French occupation because Napoleon 
was so colorful and because France would later form strong cultural ties 
with Egypt. More important, its expeditionary force included 167 scholars, 
scientists, and artists, who went around Cairo and the countryside studying 
almost every aspect of Egypt. The published results of their studies, consist¬ 
ing of nine volumes of text and fourteen of illustrations, give us a surpris¬ 
ingly thorough and fairly accurate description of the country’s condition 
and culture. The French brought in a printing press and set up a research in¬ 
stitute, which attracted the notice of a few inquisitive ulama. Few historians 
now think, as they once did, that these events caused the intellectual awak¬ 
ening of Egypt. It had not been asleep, but Napoleon’s invasion did (1) spark 
ongoing Anglo-French competition for Egypt; (2) destroy any notions 
Ottoman Muslims still cherished about their superiority over Europe; and 
(3) weaken the Mamluks, creating a leadership vacuum once the last British 
troops left in 1802. 
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Mehmet Ali and His Reforms 

The man who eventually filled that vacuum was a soldier of fortune named 
Mehmet Ali. He had come to Egypt as second in command of the Albanian 
regiment in the Ottoman expeditionary force that tried, unsuccessfully in 
1799 but victoriously two years later, to dislodge the French. Mehmet Ali 
used to underscore his personal ambitions by remarking, “I was born in the 
same year as Napoleon in the land of Alexander” He patterned his career 
after both men: By 1805 he had emerged from the pack of contenders for 
power and secured recognition from a group of ulama and local notables. 
Later that year he incited a revolt against the Ottoman governor and se¬ 
cured the sultan’s consent to take his place. Like many of the Ottoman 
reformers, Mehmet Ali realized that losses on the battlefield showed the 
glaring weakness of the existing army and the government behind it. Un¬ 
like the others, though, he saw that adopting European uniforms, arms, 
and tactics, or even importing foreign instructors and technicians, could 
not solve their military problems. Wholehearted and far-reaching reforms 
were a must. If those Western ways displeased Muslims, Mehmet Ali be¬ 
came ruthless and dictatorial. 

The Nile Valley made Egypt a proverbially easy land to govern, once all 
rival power centers were wiped out. The Mamluks posed the major obsta¬ 
cle; in 1811 Mehmet Ali had them all massacred. Because the ulama en¬ 
joyed great power and prestige, he exploited their internecine rivalries, then 
weakened them by seizing most of the land they had managed as waqfs. He 
also put most privately owned land under state control, thereby wiping out 
the tax-farmers and the rural aristocracy. His government thus gained a 
monopoly over Egypt’s most valuable resource, its agricultural land. The 
state now decided which crops the peasants might grow; supplied them 
with seeds, tools, and fertilizer; purchased all their crops; and sold them at a 
profit. To make it easier to move goods from one part of the country to an¬ 
other, Mehmet Ali drafted farmers to build roads and dig barge canals. New 
irrigation works enabled them to raise three crops a year in fields that used 
to produce just one. Egypt became the first Middle Eastern country to 
make the shift from subsistence agriculture (in which farmers raised essen¬ 
tially the crops they consumed, plus what they had to pay in rent and taxes) 
to cash crop farming (in which they raised crops to sell on the market). To¬ 
bacco, sugar, indigo, and cotton became major Egyptian crops. Using the 
revenues they produced, Mehmet Ali financed his schemes for industrial 
and military development. 

Mehmet Ali was the first non-Western ruler to grasp the significance 
of the Industrial Revolution. He realized that a modernized army would 
need textile factories to make its tents and uniforms, dockyards to build 
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its ships, and munitions plants to turn out guns and bayonets. French ad¬ 
visers helped the Egyptian government build and equip them. Hundreds 
of Turkish- and Arabic-speaking Egyptians were sent to Europe for tech¬ 
nical and military training. Western instructors were imported to found 
schools in Egypt for medicine, engineering, and military training. Finally, 
a new Arabic press was set up to print translated textbooks and a govern¬ 
ment journal. 


Mehmet Alis Military Empire 

Mehmet Ali was also the first ruler since the Ptolemies to use Egyptian 
farmers as soldiers. They hated military service. Few of the conscripts ever 
saw their homes again. Despite their ingenious attempts at draft-dodging, 
they got dragged into the army anyway. Turkish, Circassian, and European 
officers whipped this new Egyptian army into a potent fighting force. It 
served Mehmet Ali (at the Ottoman sultan s request) against the Wahhabis, 
who had occupied Mecca and Medina. He also put together an Egyptian 
navy, with which he helped the Ottomans against the Greeks, who were 
fighting for their independence. After the Great Powers stepped in to help 
the Greeks defeat the Turks, however, Mehmet Ali turned against the sultan 
himself. He sent his son, Ibrahim, in charge of an expeditionary force that 
marched into Palestine and Syria. By the end of 1832 he ruled most of the 
Fertile Crescent and the Hijaz. Ibrahim tried to impose his father’s western¬ 
izing reforms in Syria, but the Syrians proved less docile than the Egyp¬ 
tians. Revolts broke out in the mountains as Syrian peasants resisted 
agricultural controls and the confiscation of their firearms. Taking advan¬ 
tage of Ibrahim’s troubles, the Ottoman government tried to win back 
some of his land. Mehmet Ali and Ibrahim struck back, penetrating Ana¬ 
tolia. By 1839 it looked as if Cairo would take over the whole Ottoman 
Empire as the imperial fleet deserted en masse to Alexandria and a sixteen- 
year-old prince was girded with the sword of Osman. Only intervention by 
the Great Powers (mainly Britain) made Mehmet Ali withdraw from Syria 
and accept autonomy in Egypt. 

Mehmet Ali cared little for the Egyptians. After his diplomatic defeat he 
lost interest in his economic and military reforms. Most of the schools and 
nearly all the state-run factories were closed. The state monopolies 
and other controls on agriculture lapsed. Most of the lands were parceled 
out to his friends and relatives. Nevertheless, upon his death Mehmet Ali 
could bequeath to his children and grandchildren a nearly independent 
Egypt with memories of military might. Also, his empire had been built 
on agricultural and industrial development, using no money borrowed 
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from Western governments, banks, or investors. Few of his heirs matched 
this boast. 


Westernization of the Ottoman Empire 

Less impressive results came from efforts by Mehmet Ali s contemporaries to 
reform the Ottoman Empire. The first was Sultan Selim III (r. 1789-1807), a 
transitional figure among the westernizing reformers. Historian Stanford 
Shaw divides the Ottoman government’s attempt at internal reform into 
three phases. In the first, such reformers as the Koprulu viziers tried to re¬ 
store the administrative and military system to what it had been when the 
empire was at its height. When this effort failed, some eighteenth-century 
sultans and viziers adopted a selective westernizing policy, chiefly in the 
army, but failed to check Russia’s advance into the Balkans or Napoleon’s oc¬ 
cupation of Egypt. In the third phase of Ottoman reform, mainly in the 
nineteenth century, the state tried to westernize many imperial institutions 
in an effort (only partly successful) to halt the secession or annexation of 
its territories. 


The Nizam-i-Jedid 

Selim III feared European designs on his country; he was also aware of its 
internal problems, with some provinces in open revolt, a war with Austria 
and Russia in progress, and a serious shortfall in tax revenues. In response, 
he planned a full-scale housecleaning, a nizam-i-jedid (new order) that 
would reform the whole Ottoman government. But with the military threat 
so imminent, Selim concentrated on creating the westernized elite army to 
which that name is usually applied. The nizam soldiers, some recruited 
from Istanbul street gangs, had to be trained secretly. Selim knew that the 
janissaries—and their friends—would object once they found out. He was 
right. The janissaries feared that an effective fighting force, trained by Eu¬ 
ropean instructors and using modern arms, would unmask them as para¬ 
sites of the state. They would not let their privileges be jeopardized by 
military reform, however necessary. They revolted, killed the new troops, 
locked up Selim, and started a bloody civil war. Selim could have built his 
army and stopped the Russians if he had implemented the comprehensive 
reform scheme he had originally proposed. But his plan was bolder than he 
was. Selim therefore seems to stand between the phase of selective western¬ 
ization and the nineteenth-century effort to reshape the entire Ottoman 
Empire along European lines. 
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Mahmud II 

An ill-fated attempt by Selim’s successor to revive the nizam sent the janis¬ 
saries on such a rampage that they killed all male members of the Ottoman 
family but one, a cousin of Selim named Mahmud II (r. 1808-1839). Un¬ 
derstandably, Mahmud mounted his throne in fear and trembling. Not only 
could the janissaries stir up the city mobs, trade guilds, and madrasa stu¬ 
dents to defend their privileges, but the whole empire was in danger. Some 
of the Balkan provinces had become virtually independent under local war¬ 
lords. A Serbian nationalist uprising threatened to influence other subject 
peoples. Local landowners in parts of Anatolia were taking the government 
into their own hands. Garrisons in such Arab cities as Aleppo and Mosul 
were held by dissident mamluk or janissary factions. Worse yet, Russia had 
again gone to war against the empire and had invaded its Danubian princi¬ 
palities (now called Romania), while Napoleons forces were battling the 
British navy for control of the eastern Mediterranean. The Ottoman out¬ 
look was bleak, but Mahmud surprised everyone. Like his late cousin, he 
wanted to reform and strengthen the Ottoman state. But Mahmud also saw 
that (1) westernizing reforms must include every aspect of Ottoman gov¬ 
ernment and society, not just the military; (2) reformed institutions would 
work only if the ones they replaced were destroyed; and (3) any reform pro¬ 
gram must be planned in advance and accepted by the country’s leaders. 

At first Mahmud kept a low profile, quietly cultivated groups that fa¬ 
vored centralization of Ottoman power, and slowly built up a loyal and 
well-trained palace guard, to be used against the janissaries and their back¬ 
ers when they were strong enough. Only in 1826 did Mahmud strike. In a 
move reminiscent of Mehmet Ali’s fifteen years earlier, he ordered a general 
attack on the janissaries. This time the sultan had an army, the ulama , the 
students, and most of the people on his side. The janissaries were killed, 
their supporting groups (including the Bektashi Sufi order) abolished, and 
their properties redistributed among Mahmud’s backers. So glad were the 
people to be rid of the janissaries that the massacre in Turkish history is 
called the “Auspicious Event.” It cleared the way for a large-scale reform 
program during the last thirteen years of Mahmud’s reign. 

Highest priority went, predictably, to forming a new military organiza¬ 
tion to replace the janissaries and other outmoded units, for the Greeks, 
backed by the Great Powers, were rebelling against Ottoman rule. Mah¬ 
mud gathered into his new army soldiers from all units of the old system, 
to be issued European uniforms and weapons and subjected to Western 
drillmasters and instructors. Ottoman youths had also to be trained in 
technical fields that served the military. Existing schools of military and 
naval engineering were expanded, a medical college was founded, and 
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other schools were set up to teach European marching music and military 
sciences. A secondary school system was formed to help boys to bridge the 
transition from the mosques that provided most primary education to 
these new technical colleges and military academies. 

It was hard to create schools in Istanbul based on French, German, or 
Italian models. The first teachers were all European. So, too, were the books 
they assigned. As a result, the boys had to master French or German before 
they could study medicine, engineering, or science. Even now this situation 
persists in the Middle East, due to the rapid growth of human knowledge. 
University students in Turkey, Iran, Israel, and (to a lesser extent) the Arab 
countries still use European or US textbooks for specialized courses in en¬ 
gineering, medicine, business, and even the humanities. But the problem 
was more acute 175 years ago in the Ottoman Empire. Printed books in 
any language were rare, and books on the sciences had yet to be written 
in Turkish. Some French and German textbooks were translated, but never 
enough of them. Special courses were set up to train Turkish Muslims to 
become government interpreters, replacing the Greeks who could no 
longer be trusted now that there was an independent Greece. Like Mehmet 
Ali, Mahmud started a journal to print government announcements. He 
also sent some of his subjects to study in European universities, military 
academies, and technical institutes. 

The general aim of the Ottoman reforms was to transfer power from the 
traditional ruling class to the sultan and his cabinet. Government min¬ 
istries were reorganized to end overlapping jurisdictions and superfluous 
posts. Mahmud abolished the system of military land grants (timars) that 
had sustained the sipahis throughout Ottoman history. He could not imi¬ 
tate Mehmet Ali by putting all farmland under state control—the Ottoman 
Empire was larger and more diverse than Egypt—but he could at least tax 
the rural landlords. Building better roads aided the centralization of power. 
Mahmud had to overcome opposition from local and provincial officials, 
feudal sipahis , conservative government clerks, and the ulama. Too few 
Ottomans shared Mahmud’s dream of an empire reformed and invigor¬ 
ated, like Peter the Great’s Russia. It would not benefit them enough. 


Military Defeat and European Protection 

Westernizing reform in the Ottoman Empire had another grave fault: It did 
not stop the army from losing wars. In 1829 the Greeks won their indepen¬ 
dence, although their tiny kingdom in the Morea held only a minority of 
Greek-speaking people. Their success was due mainly to intervention by 
Russia, which fought the Ottomans again between 1827 and 1829 and also 
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took land east of the Black Sea. Ibrahim’s advances into Syria were another 
blow to the Ottoman Empire, especially when Mahmud’s new army failed 
to dislodge them. Outside help would be needed if the empire were to sur¬ 
vive. The first choice should have been France, but it was backing Mehmet 
Ali and Ibrahim, so Mahmud turned instead to his mighty northern neigh¬ 
bor. In a treaty bearing the euphonious name of Hunkar-Iskelesi, Russia 
agreed in 1833 to defend the territorial integrity of the Ottoman Empire. It 
meant that the fox would guard the henhouse! 

This pact between two states that had fought four wars in sixty years 
shocked the West. Britain believed that the Hunkar-Iskelesi Treaty gave Rus¬ 
sian warships the right to pass through the Straits, from which Western 
naval vessels were barred, and it railed against the threat of Russian control 
of Istanbul. How could the British outbid the Russians? Luckily, the Otto¬ 
mans wanted more trade with Britain. In a commercial treaty signed in 
1838, the Ottoman government increased Britain’s Capitulatory privileges 
and limited to 9 percent its import tariffs on British manufactures. This low 
rate stimulated British exports to the empire, thus wiping out many Otto¬ 
man merchants and artisans who could not compete against the West’s 
more mechanized factories. One unexpected result of the 1838 treaty was to 
increase Britain’s economic interest in the Ottoman Empire and hence its 
desire to keep it alive. That outcome soon benefited the Turks. 


The Tanzimat Era 

Mahmud II died while Ibrahim’s army was invading Anatolia, whereupon 
his navy, laboriously rebuilt with British and US help after the Greek war 
for independence, defected to Alexandria. Mahmud was succeeded by his 
young son, Abdulmejid (r. 1839-1861). Although he seemed ill prepared 
to rule, Abdulmejid reigned during the greatest Ottoman reform period, 
the era of the Tanzimat (“reorganizations”). The Tanzimat’s guiding ge¬ 
nius was Mahmud’s foreign minister, Mustafa Reshid, who happened to 
be in London seeking British aid against Mehmet Ali at the time Abdul¬ 
mejid took over. Advised by the British and Reshid, the new sultan issued 
a decree called the “Noble Rescript (Hatt-i-Sherif) of the Rose Chamber,” 
authorizing the creation of new institutions to safeguard the basic rights 
of his subjects, to assess and levy taxes fairly, and to conscript and train 
soldiers. Tax-farming, bribery, and favoritism would end. But how would 
these promises, revolutionary for the Ottoman Empire, be fulfilled? The 
answer is that Reshid led some young and able officials who believed that 
liberal reforms would save the Ottoman Empire. Most aspects of Ottoman 
public life were restructured: A state school system was set up to train 
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Mustafa Reshid Pasha 


B y the nineteenth century the Ottoman Empire was obviously declining 
relative to an increasingly modern and powerful West. This situation had 
long divided the empires peoples into two groups. One remained bound to 
the past; for reasons of custom or religion, they resisted reform and looked for 
salvation in adherence to traditional ways. The other group consisted of re¬ 
formers who were convinced that if the empire was to survive it would have to 
adopt Western ways, at least in terms of administrative and military practices. 
In the first half of the nineteenth century, one of the ablest of these reformers 
was a statesman and diplomat named Mustafa Reshid Pasha (1800-1858). 

Born in Constantinople, Reshid began training for government service at 
an early age. He was essentially apprenticed to become a state administrator. 
He proved adept in this profession and rose rapidly through the ranks of the 
civil service. From 1834 through 1836 he was the Ottoman ambassador in 
France and then Britain. In this capacity he observed those practices that he 
believed made the West strong. In 1837 he was appointed minister for foreign 
affairs. Over his career he would serve six times as grand vizier. Thoroughly fa¬ 
miliar with European methods of government, he became convinced that the 
empire must westernize to survive: “Only through reforms that will bring 
Turkey closer to the norms of European life can we get over the enduring po¬ 
litical and economic crisis.” 

Reshid got his opportunity to turn theory into practice in 1839, when Sul¬ 
tan Abdulmejid called on him to help implement the Tanzimat (“reorganiza¬ 
tion”) of the governmental practices of the empire. Tanzimat was designed to 
strengthen the state through administrative reform, but it could not immedi¬ 
ately alter ancient ways of thinking. Many reforms were actively resisted by of¬ 
ficials who had a vested interest in maintaining tradition. This eventually 
stymied the reform effort, and Reshid was demoted to his old post as ambas¬ 
sador to France. Nevertheless, the reform movement, backed by Britain after 
the Crimean War, was renewed in 1856. 

Only after the Ottoman Empire was defeated in World War I would Turkey, 
now independent and divested of its empire, thoroughly westernize its society. 
The man who would accomplish this task, Mustafa Kemal Ataturk, stood at 
the end of a long line of reformers, one of whom was Mustafa Reshid Pasha. 


government clerks; the provinces were reorganized so that each governor 
would have specified duties and an advisory council; the network of 
roads, canals, and now also rail lines was extended; and a modern finan¬ 
cial system was set up featuring a central bank, treasury bonds, and a dec¬ 
imal currency. 
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The Tanzimat was not a total success. Some Ottoman leaders lost the 
power and prestige they had customarily enjoyed. The subject nationalities 
expected more from the 1839 rescript than the actual reforms could deliver. 
Balkan Christians did not want centralization of power; they demanded au¬ 
tonomy. Some now sought independence. The Romanians were among the 
many European peoples who rebelled in 1848; it took a Russian invasion to 
quell their revolt. Without firm British backing, the Ottoman reform move¬ 
ment would have collapsed. Unfortunately, Britain’s support of Ottoman 
territorial integrity was on a collision course with Russia’s attempt to spread 
its influence in the Balkans. The crash was the Crimean War of 1853-1856. 
The Ottoman Empire, aided by British and French troops, defeated Russia 
and regained some lands in the Balkans and the Caucasus. But the price for 
Western support was a second official proclamation, Abdulmejid’s 1856 
Imperial Rescript (Hatt-i-Humayun). Its gist was that all Ottoman subjects, 
whether Muslim or not, would now enjoy equal rights under the law. This 
was a revolutionary statement. Most Ottoman Muslims opposed giving 
Christians and Jews the same rights and status as themselves, defying the 
basic principles of the Shari’a. Some of the millet leaders feared losing their 
religious autonomy. Discontented Christian subjects still rebelled, but now 
there were also uprisings by Muslims who opposed the new Ottoman pol¬ 
icy. The Tanzimat reforms continued, though, in such areas as landowner- 
ship, codification of the laws, and reorganization of the millets (those of 
the Armenians and the Jews, who did not yet seek separate states). After the 
Crimean War, the Ottoman Empire was admitted to full membership in 
the European Concert of Powers, and no one dared—until later—to speak 
of its imminent collapse or partition. 


Persia Under the Qajars 

Persia was the only Middle Eastern country outside the Arabian Peninsula 
that was never fully absorbed by the Ottoman Empire. Even if the Safavid 
shahs had often fallen back before the might of the janissaries in the six¬ 
teenth and seventeenth centuries, they had always retained control at home. 
After the Safavids’ fall in the early eighteenth century, a succession of dynas¬ 
ties (most of them Turkic in origin but Persian in culture) ruled over that 
sprawling and heterogeneous country, in either uneasy alliance or open con¬ 
tention with the nomadic tribes, rural landlords, urban merchants, and Shi’i 
ulama. Following the meteoric career of Nader Shah (d. 1747), the country 
went into a long decline. The Qajar dynasty (1794-1925) ineffectually resis¬ 
ted dissolution from within and encroachments from without. Russia was 
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pushing into the Caucasus region and into such Central Asian lands as 
Transoxiana, Khwarizm, and Khurasan. The czars’ ultimate goal was to con¬ 
quer the Persian Gulf region. Britain, concerned with the defense of India, 
vacillated between a policy of backing Persia’s government and one of seiz¬ 
ing parts of its southern territory. The Qajars designated Tehran, hitherto an 
obscure mountain town, their capital. Their rule rarely reached the country¬ 
side, which was controlled by absentee landlords and nomadic tribes. For 
the most part, the shahs seemed intent on enriching themselves and enlarg¬ 
ing their families. One example is Fath Ali Shah (r. 1797-1834), who was 
survived by 158 wives, 57 sons, 46 daughters, and almost 600 grandchildren. 
Persians joked that “camels, lice, and princes are everywhere.” 

Persia had no Mehmet Ali, no Mahmud II, and precious little Tanzimat. 
We could make a grudging exception for Nasiruddin Shah (r. 1848-1896). 
He had got some on-the-job experience as crown prince ruling in Tabriz, 
but because his father, the ruling shah, disliked him, young Nasiruddin re¬ 
ceived no funds with which to feed and clothe his soldiers and officials or 
even to heat his palace. When he succeeded his father at the age of eighteen, 
his progress from Tabriz to Tehran was impeded by tribal and village leaders 
who importuned him for accession gifts he could not provide. Nasiruddin 
never forgot his humiliation. He began his reign with a program of military, 
economic, and educational reforms. Some factories were opened, and Teh¬ 
ran got its first bank and its first technical school. But the credit for these re¬ 
forms goes to his energetic prime minister, who antagonized Nasiruddin’s 
mother, a powerful figure in the Qajar court. He was suddenly executed in 
1851. After that, Persia got embroiled in a war with Britain over control of 
port cities in the Persian Gulf and mired in tribal and religious uprisings, 
many of which were fueled by social and economic discontent against the 
government. Even women joined in urban riots when bread and other 
foodstuffs became scarce and expensive. 

One religious movement that would have fateful consequences was the 
revolt of a Shi’i Muslim who proclaimed himself the Bab, or precursor to 
the hidden Twelfth Imam. Although the Bab was put to death in 1850, he 
was succeeded by Baha’ullah who was exiled to Baghdad, then a part of 
the Ottoman Empire. Later, he proclaimed himself a prophet and founded 
the Baha’i faith, a universal religion of peace and unity that has won sup¬ 
port in the West but is now seen as a heresy in Iran, where since 1979 its 
adherents have been persecuted by the Islamic republic. 

Persia’s state treasury never had enough money to pay for the things 
Nasiruddin wanted to do, like building palaces and traveling to Europe. To 
supplement revenues from taxes, which were hard to collect, the govern¬ 
ment set up monopolies over such economic activities as mining and 
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manufacturing. The shah began selling these monopolies as concessions 
to British and other European investors. He also hired Russian cossack of¬ 
ficers to train his army. Instead of using reform to protect Persia from for¬ 
eigners, the shah encouraged them to take over his country. 


Some Afterthoughts 

Westernizing reforms seemed a cure-all for the ills of the nineteenth- 
century Middle East, but seldom did they work as well in practice as they 
had looked on paper. What went wrong? First, the reforms threatened Mus¬ 
lim culture and values. Second, they were costly. Modern armies and west¬ 
ernized bureaucracies could not subsist on the traditional Islamic taxes: the 
kharaj paid on land and other fixed property, the jizya paid by Jewish and 
Christian subjects, and the canonical zakat. Each of the countries we have 
studied would, in later years, stub its toes on finance, having run up a for¬ 
eign debt so high (by nineteenth-century standards) that it had to accept 
European control over its governmental receipts and expenditures. 

A related problem for all reformers was a shortage of trained personnel 
to run the westernized institutions they had set up. True, Europeans were 
often there to do the work. Some were talented, dedicated to their jobs, and 
cooperative with native officials. Others were incompetents who could not 
have held a job back home, fugitives from an unhappy past, alcoholics, or 
snobs who hated the local leaders. Turks, Arabs, and Persians could also be 
trained to administer the reforms. If they were sent abroad for their train¬ 
ing, though, they often picked up some of the less admirable aspects of 
Western civilization: drinking, gambling, dueling, and even worse habits. 
Some resisted such temptations and came home well trained, only to be 
stymied by conservative bureaucrats. If the native reformers attended the 
newly formed local schools, subject to steadying influences from home and 
mosque, they could turn into half-baked Europeans unable to grasp either 
the values of the West or the real needs of their own societies. Such “Levan¬ 
tines” should have been a bridge between Europe and the Middle East. 
Most were not. 

The best members of the generation that got its education from the re¬ 
forms of Mehmet Ali, the Tanzimat, or Nasiruddins vizier became imbued 
with ideas that were in a sense opposed to those of the early reformers 
themselves. Instead of hoping to centralize power in the hands of the ruler, 
they called for constitutions that would protect the individuaPs rights 
against a powerful government. Some rulers even encouraged this idea. 
Mehmet Ali’s grandson, Isma il, the khedive (viceroy) of Egypt from 1863 
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to 1879, was as ambitious a reformer as his illustrious ancestor. During his 
reign, parts of Alexandria and Cairo were modeled on Paris, railroads 
crisscrossed the Nile Valley and Delta, and Egypt took on such modern 
attributes as law codes, schools, factories, and even an African empire. 
Isma’il also set up a representative assembly and a newspaper press, both 
of which started out tame, yet turned later into noisy critics of his regime. 
He may have fostered a nationalist party in his army, but let us save that 
story for Chapter 12. 

The Ottoman reaction to the reforms was more complex. Some officials 
and ulama resisted them. They were encouraged to do so by Sultan Abdu- 
laziz (r. 1861-1876), who patronized pan-Islam—an ideology that called 
on all Muslims, no matter where they lived, to unite behind Ottoman lead¬ 
ership and to uphold their traditional institutions and culture against 
Western influences. There were also bureaucrats, army officers, and intel¬ 
lectuals who reacted against the Tanzimat in the opposite direction, de¬ 
manding more individual freedom, local autonomy, and decentralization 
of power. They called themselves New Ottomans, not to be confused with 
the Young Turks of the next generation. 

Great Power policies, briefly discussed in Chapter 10, often hindered 
reforms more than they helped. Britain and France stepped up their com¬ 
petition for control of Egypt after the Suez Canal became a major water¬ 
way. When Khedive Isma il ran up a debt of nearly 100 million pounds, 
Britain and France first set up a financial commission in 1876 and made 
him appoint foreigners to key cabinet posts, then ordered the sultan to de¬ 
pose him, and finally threatened to suppress the Egyptian nationalist 
movement, all to guard their financial and strategic interests. 

Russia’s zeal for protecting Orthodox Christians, gaining control of the 
Straits, and promoting pan-Slavism led in 1875 to revolts against Ottoman 
rule in several parts of the Balkans. In that same year, the Ottoman govern¬ 
ment admitted that it could no longer repay its debts, and the Europeans set 
up a financial commission to make sure their creditors got whatever Istan¬ 
bul owed them. The next year the New Ottomans seized control of the gov¬ 
ernment, drew up a liberal constitution for the empire, and asked the powers 
to let them settle their internal affairs in peace. Some countries agreed, but 
Russia distrusted the Ottoman promises, invaded the Balkans, and set off the 
Russo-Turkish War. Turkey s humiliating defeat put an end to the Tanzimat, 
the New Ottomans, and their constitution. 

Persia also suffered from foreign imperialism. Its northern part, espe¬ 
cially the key province of Azerbaijan, was occupied by Russian troops much 
of the time. European entrepreneurs (usually backed by their governments) 
went about gaining concessions—for which they paid Nasiruddin Shah 
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handsomely—to run Persia’s mines, banks, railroads, and public utilities. 
The sale of its assets reached the point where a concession to process and 
market all the tobacco raised in the country was sold to a British firm. This 
event touched off a nationwide tobacco boycott in 1892. It worked so well 
that the shah himself could not smoke his water pipe in his palace! The boy¬ 
cott was led by Shi’i ulama ,, who thereafter would remain politically active. 
Its success was a warning to the West, little heeded at the time, that the pa¬ 
tience of Middle Eastern peoples had limits. Someday they would strike 
back. This brings us to the rise of nationalism, a subject that deserves its 
own chapter. 



TWELVE 


The Rise of Nationalism 


Among the ideas that the Middle East has imported from the West, none 
has been more popular and durable than nationalism. Often called the reli¬ 
gion of the modern world, this ideology or belief system is hard to pin 
down. Drawing on the Western historical experience, we define national¬ 
ism as the desire of a large group of people to create or maintain a common 
statehood, to have their own rulers, laws, and other governmental insti¬ 
tutions. This desired political community, or nation, is the object of that 
group’s supreme loyalty. Shared characteristics among the peoples of Egypt 
and also among those of Persia stimulated the growth of nationalism in 
those two countries in the late nineteenth century. Other nationalist move¬ 
ments have grown up in the Middle East around shared resistance to gov¬ 
ernments, institutions, and even individuals regarded as foreign. 

Nationalism was itself foreign to the world of Islam. In traditional Is¬ 
lamic thought, the umma, or community of believers, was for Muslims the 
sole object of political loyalty. Loyalty meant defending the land of Islam 
against rulers or peoples of other faiths. All true Muslims were meant to be 
brothers and sisters, regardless of race, language, and culture. Although dis¬ 
tinctions existed between Arabs and Persians, and between them and the 
Turks, common adherence to Islam was supposed to transcend all differ¬ 
ences. Nationalism should not exist in Islam. 

Yet it does, though religion has deeply influenced nationalism in the Mid¬ 
dle East. Arab nationalism, at its start, included Christians and even Jews, 
but its clearest expressions since World War II have been opposition to 
Christian control in Lebanon and to Jewish colonization in Palestine (Israel 
since 1948). The rhetoric of nationalism often confuses the Arab nation 
with the Islamic umma, as when an Arab nationalist cause is termed a jihad. 
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Other Middle Eastern nationalist movements were based even more firmly 
on religion and called on their people to resist oppression by others having a 
different faith. These include Greeks and Armenians among the Christians 
of the Middle East, as well as Turks and Persians among its Muslims. Politi¬ 
cal Zionism, which called for Israels creation as the Jewish state, drew its in¬ 
spiration from Judaism, even if many of its advocates were not themselves 
observant. In all three monotheistic faiths, the rise of nationalism has meant 
substituting collective self-love for the love of God, enhancing life on earth 
instead of preparing for what is to come after death, and promoting the 
community’s welfare instead of obeying God’s revealed laws. 

During the forty years preceding World War I, the peoples of the Arab 
world, Turkey, and Persia began to develop nationalist feelings. As this era 
was the heyday of European imperialism, we can see rising nationalism as a 
natural reaction to Western power. But it was also the end result of a century 
of westernizing reform, with its enlarged armies and bureaucracies, modern 
schools, printing presses, roads and rail lines, and centralized state power. 
One could not learn Europe’s technical skills, most often taught in French, 
without absorbing some of its ideas. Middle Eastern students at French or 
German universities had ample exposure to Western ideas, even if they 
never heard lectures in political theory. There were newspapers and maga¬ 
zines being hawked in the streets, lively discussions in cafes, demonstrations, 
and encounters with Western orientalists (the nineteenth-century counter¬ 
part of our Middle East historians) who could explain what was happening 
in Europe to a Turkish, Egyptian, or Persian sojourner. Even the students 
who learned their technical skills in Istanbul, Cairo, or Tehran were apt to 
get exposed to Western ideas through their European instructors. Besides, 
their schools usually had reading rooms. A Middle Easterner studying engi¬ 
neering could read works by Rousseau or other Western writers. 

In short, as Middle Easterners learned how to work like Europeans, some 
also started to think like them. They learned that bad governments did not 
have to be endured (indeed, many earlier Muslims had defied tyrannical 
rulers), that individuals had rights and freedoms that should be protected 
against official coercion, and that people could belong to political commu¬ 
nities based on race, language, culture, and shared historical experience—in 
short, they form nations. In the 1870s these liberal and nationalist ideas be¬ 
came current among many educated young Muslims of the Middle East, es¬ 
pecially in the capital cities. While they faced the frustrations of these years 
and those that followed, their ideas crystallized into nationalist movements. 

Many religious and ethnic groups formed nationalist movements in the 
Middle East before World War I. We limit this chapter, however, to three 
that arose within existing states that had governments and some experience 
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with westernizing reform: those of the Egyptians, the Turks in the Ottoman 
Empire, and the Persians under the Qajar shahs. Arab nationalism and 
Zionism are covered in later chapters. Nationalism among such Christian 
peoples of the Ottoman Empire as the Greeks and Armenians is discussed 
only insofar as these groups spurred the rise of Turkish nationalism. 


Egyptian Nationalism 

Western writers used to call Egypt “the land of paradox.” Almost all its inhab¬ 
itants were crowded into the valley and delta of the great River Nile, without 
which Egypt would have been only a desert supporting a few bedouin no¬ 
mads. To European tourists of a century ago, Egypt was filled with ancient 
relics—temples, obelisks, pyramids, sphinxes, and buried treasures—and 
haunted by pharaohs whose tombs had been violated by bedouin robbers or 
Western archaeologists. To most Muslims, however, Egypt was the very heart 
and soul of Islam, with its mosque-university of al-Azhar, its festive obser¬ 
vance of Muslim holy days and saints 5 birthdays, and its annual procession 
bearing a new cloth that would be sent to cover the Kaba in Mecca. Egypt 
meant Cairo, with its hundreds of mosques and madrasas, ornate villas, and 
bazaars—survivors of a time when the Mamluks really ruled and the city 
stood out as an economic and intellectual center. To a contemporary student 
who has just been exposed to Mehmet Alis reforms and the building of the 
Suez Canal, Egypt was the most westernized country in the nineteenth- 
century Middle East. 

Imagine one of the newer quarters of Cairo or Alexandria in 1875, or the 
new towns of Port Said and Ismailia, their wide, straight avenues lined with 
European-style houses, hotels, banks, shops, schools, and churches. Horse- 
drawn carriages whiz past the donkeys and camels of a more leisurely age. 
Restaurants serve coq au vin or veal scallopini instead of kufta (ground 
meat) or kebab; their customers smoke cigars instead of water pipes. The 
signs are in French, not Arabic. The passersby converse in Italian, Greek, 
Armenian, Turkish, Yiddish, Ladino (a language derived from Spanish and 
spoken by Mizrachi Jews), or one of several dialects of Arabic. Top hats 
have replaced turbans, and frock coats have supplanted the caftans of yore. 
Each of these images fits a part of Egypt 130 years ago—but not all of it. 


Khedive Ismail 

The ruler of this land of paradox was Mehmet Ali’s grandson, Ismail 
(r. 1863-1879), a complex and controversial figure. Was he a man of vision, 
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as his admirers claimed, or a spendthrift who would ultimately bring Egypt 
into British bondage? His admirers cited the railroads, bridges, docks, 
canals, factories, and sugar refineries built during his reign. The Egyptian 
government was paying explorers and military expeditions to penetrate the 
Sudan and East Africa and trying to abolish slavery and slave trading 
within its empire. The Egyptian Mixed Courts were set up to hear civil 
cases involving Europeans protected by the Capitulations. Public and mis¬ 
sionary schools—for girls as well as boys—proliferated in the cities. The 
Egyptian Museum, National Library, Geographical Society, and many pro¬ 
fessional schools were founded during Isma’il’s reign. 

But Ismail’s detractors point out that he squandered money to impress 
Europe with his munificence and power. Building the Suez Canal was costly 
for the Egyptian government, for the state treasury had to reimburse the 
Suez Canal Company when it was forced to pay wages to the construction 
workers (the company had expected to get the peasants’ labor for free). 
This was the fault of Ismail’s predecessor, Sa’id. But it was Isma’il who 
turned the canal’s inauguration into an extravaganza, inviting the crowned 
heads and leaders of Europe to come—at Egypt’s expense. Costing at least 
2 million Egyptian pounds (about $300 million in today’s prices), it must 
have been the bash of the century, with enormous receptions, all-night par¬ 
ties, balls, parades, fireworks displays, horse races, excursions to ancient 
monuments, and cities festooned with flags and illuminated by lanterns. 
New villas and palaces sprouted up, streets were widened and straightened, 
old neighborhoods were demolished, and even an opera house was erected 
in Cairo. Giuseppe Verdi, the Italian composer, was commissioned to write 
Aida for the inauguration of that opera house. Isma’il also paid huge bribes 
in Istanbul to increase his independence from the Ottoman government, 
changing his title from pasha (governor) to khedive (viceroy) of Egypt and 
obtaining the right to pass down his position to his son in Cairo rather 
than to a brother living in Istanbul. He also won a fateful privilege: the right 
to take out foreign loans without Ottoman approval. 


Financial Problems 

Where could all this money have come from? Egyptian taxpayers could not 
cover Ismail’s extravagance. His reign had begun during the American 
Civil War, which caused a cotton boom in Egypt. The British, cut off by the 
Northern blockade from their usual cotton supply, would pay any price for 
other countries’ crops to supply the textile mills of Lancashire. The high 
demand for Egypt’s cotton stimulated output and enriched both the Egyp- 
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tian growers and the government. During this cotton boom, European in¬ 
vestment bankers offered Ismail loans on attractive terms. When the 
boom ended after the Civil War, Egypt’s need for money was greater than 
ever, but now he could get credit only at high interest rates. In 1866 Ismail 
convoked an assembly representing the landowners to seek their consent to 
raise taxes. Soon they were taxing date palms, flour mills, oil presses, boats, 
shops, houses, and even burials. 

Isma’il adopted still other stratagems to postpone the day of reckoning. 
He offered tax abatements to landowners who could pay three years’ taxes 
in advance. He sold Egypt’s shares in the Suez Canal Company—44 per¬ 
cent of the stock—to the British government in 1875. When a British dele¬ 
gation came to investigate rumors of Egypt’s impending bankruptcy, the 
khedive agreed to set up a Dual Financial Control to manage the public 
debt. But a low Nile in 1877, high military expenses incurred in the Russo- 
Turkish War, and an invasion of Ethiopia put the Egyptian government 
deeper in debt. In August 1878 Isma’il, pressed by his European creditors, 
agreed to admit an Englishman and a Frenchman to his cabinet; he also 
promised to turn his powers over to his ministers. At the same time, he se¬ 
cretly stirred up antiforeign elements in his army. This was easy, for the 
Dual Control had cut the Egyptian officers’ pay in half. A military riot in 
February 1879 enabled Isma’il to dismiss the foreign ministers and later to 
appoint a cabinet of liberals who began drafting a constitution, much as 
the Ottoman Empire had done in 1876. Britain and France, guarding their 
investors’ interests, asked the Ottoman sultan to dismiss Isma’il. He did. 
When Isma’il turned over the khedivate to his son, Tawfiq, and left Egypt 
in July 1879, the state debt stood at 93 million Egyptian pounds. It had 
been 3 million when he came to power in 1863. 


The Beginnings of Nationalism 

Isma’il’s successes and failures made him the father of Egypt’s first nation¬ 
alist movement. His new schools, law courts, railroads, and telegraph lines 
drew Egyptians closer together and helped to foster nationalist feeling. So 
did the newspapers he patronized with the hope of building a positive 
public image. The Suez Canal and related projects drew thousands of Eu¬ 
ropeans into Egypt; they became models for modernization and at the 
same time targets of native resentment. 

Muslim feeling, always strong but usually quiescent, was aroused at this 
time under the influence of a fiery pan-Islamic agitator, Jamal al-Din, called 
al-Afghani (despite his claim of being an Afghan, he was really from Persia), 
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who came to teach at al-Azhar. Afghani would pop up in almost every polit¬ 
ical movement that stirred in the late nineteenth-century Middle East. He 
soon clashed with the ulama and quit al-Azhar to form a sort of indepen¬ 
dent academy that attracted many young Egyptians who would later be¬ 
come political leaders or Islamic reformers. Two of them were Muhammad 
Abduh, the greatest Muslim thinker of the late nineteenth century, and Sad 
Zaghlul, leader of Egypt’s independence struggle after World War I. Af¬ 
ghani, like Isma’il, encouraged journalists; but his proteges were bolder 
ones, often Jews or Christians who turned more readily to secular national¬ 
ism than did most Muslims of the late 1870s. 

Ismail’s financial crisis, which tied Egypt to Western creditors and to 
their governments, shamed Egyptians, especially members of his represen¬ 
tative assembly. Once a subservient group of frightened rural landlords, it 
had now turned into a vociferous body of antigovernment critics. But the 
key breeding ground for nationalism was the army. Said had started ad¬ 
mitting Egyptian farmers’ sons into the officer corps and had promoted 
some of them rapidly, whereas Isma’il held back their promotions and pay 
raises in favor of the traditional elite, the Turks and Circassians. Frus¬ 
trated, the Egyptian officers formed a secret society to plot against their 
oppressors. It later would become the nucleus of the first National Party. 

Ismail’s deposition set back the nascent nationalists. During his last 
months in power, the Egyptian officers had joined with government work¬ 
ers, assembly representatives, journalists, and ulama to back the drafters of 
a constitution that would give to Egyptians some of the rights and free¬ 
doms enjoyed by Europeans in their own countries. But Tawfiq, the new 
khedive, thought it safer to back the European creditors than the Egyptian 
nationalists. He dismissed the liberal cabinet, restored the Dual Control, 
banned the newspapers, and exiled Afghani and other agitators. 


Ahmad Urabi 

The nationalists seemed to be in eclipse, but we suspect that Khedive Taw¬ 
fiq secretly encouraged them. Sa’d Zaghlul and Muhammad Abduh were 
still able to demand constitutional rule in the official journal they edited. 
The disgruntled Egyptian officers continued to meet. In February 1881 
these men, led by Colonel Ahmad Urabi, mutinied and “forced” Tawfiq to 
replace his Circassian war minister with a nationalist, Mahmud Sami al- 
Barudi. Seven months later, 2,500 Egyptian officers and soldiers sur¬ 
rounded the khedive’s palace and “made” him appoint a liberal cabinet. 
Moreover, they demanded a constitution, parliamentary government, and 
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an enlarged army. The same demands were sought by the civilian nation¬ 
alists; they were also feared by the European creditors, who wondered how 
Tawfiq or Urabi would ever find money to pay for these reforms. 

During the next year Egypt came as close as it ever would to democratic 
government (if you take the Egyptian nationalist view of history) or polit¬ 
ical chaos (if you buy the British interpretation of what happened). A lib¬ 
eral cabinet drafted a constitution and held elections as Egypt's debts rose 
further. In January 1882 Britain and France sent a joint note, threatening 
to intervene to support Tawfiq (they really meant to restore the Dual Con¬ 
trol). The nationalists called their bluff, declaring that Egypt's new assem¬ 
bly, not the British and French debt commissioners, would control the 
state budget. Barudi took over the premiership, and Urabi became war 
minister, threatening the Turkish and Circassian officers in Egypt's army. 
The nationalists even thought of ousting Tawfiq and declaring Egypt a re¬ 
public, though they probably would have replaced him with one of his ex¬ 
iled relatives, a strange treatment for their secret patron. 

As nationalism was new in Egypt, could an outsider have inspired these 
moves? A few English liberals helped the movement, and France's consul in 
Cairo may have encouraged Urabi; however, the outside supporters seem to 
have been the Ottoman sultan and a dispossessed uncle of Tawfiq living in 
Istanbul, for the Ottoman Empire was seeking ways to regain control of 
Egypt. This fact may make the movement seem less than wholly nationalist. 
A German scholar argues that what we usually call the National Party was 
really a constellation of several groups with various political, economic, 
and religious interests. Still, the movement had become popular by June 
1882. What destroyed it was Britain's determination to dispatch troops to 
protect European lives and investments in Egypt and to defend the Suez 
Canal, which had become vital to British shipping. 

Riots in Alexandria caused a general exodus of Europeans, and both 
British and French gunboats dropped anchor near the harbor. When the 
British fired on Alexandria's fortifications, somehow much of the city 
caught on fire, and British marines landed to restore order (as the French 
ships sailed away). Urabi declared war on Britain, but Tawfiq declared him 
a traitor and threw in his lot with the British in Alexandria. Other British 
Empire troops entered the Suez Canal and landed at Ismailia. Defeating 
Urabi’s army was easily accomplished, and the British occupied Cairo in 
September 1882. Barudi's cabinet was dismissed, the nationalists were 
tried for rebellion, Urabi was exiled, the constitution suspended, the na¬ 
tionalist newspapers banned, and the army broken up by Tawfiq and his 
British advisers. The early nationalists had proved a weak force. Their 
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Ahmad Urabi 


U rabi (1841-1911) was an Egyptian military officer and national hero. 

Born to a relatively well-to-do peasant family in the village of Qaryat 
Rizqa, his father was a village shaykh who made sure that his son received a 
strong traditional Islamic education. He entered the Egyptian army as a teen¬ 
ager and moved up through the ranks quickly, achieving the rank of lieu¬ 
tenant colonel by the age of twenty. His charismatic personality and excellent 
speaking ability would aid him in his later achievements. 

Several problems afflicted Egypt during Urabi’s time. The Egyptian army 
was more a patronage bureaucracy than a true fighting force, and its officer 
corps was divided into competing ethnic groups. Native Egyptians faced dis¬ 
criminatory treatment in the army by officers of Circassian and Turkish ori¬ 
gin. In addition, the mounting indebtedness of the khedives, combined with 
the strategic importance of Egypt and the Suez Canal, caused a great deal of 
concern among Europe’s imperial powers, particularly Great Britain. Appre¬ 
hension about Egypt’s mounting financial distress and fears of losing key 
strategic assets would eventually lead to European intervention in Egypt. 

Urabi acted out of both personal interests and patriotism. When Khedive 
Tawfiq, acting under the influence of Turkish officers in the army, passed a 
law prohibiting peasants from becoming officers, Urabi, reacting out of self- 
interest, organized resistance among the Egyptian soldiers and forced the law’s 
repeal. He also forged an alliance between the army officers and Egyptian na¬ 
tionalists seeking to limit the growing influence of Europeans in Egyptian af¬ 
fairs. Additional pressure on the khedive (who may have encouraged the 
nationalists) brought Urabi into the government as war minister. It is from 
this position that he and other nationalists contested the Anglo-French Dual 
Financial Control’s authority to control Egypt’s budget. 

In the end, Europe’s power overwhelmed Urabi and those who sought inde¬ 
pendence for Egypt. The British were not willing to risk losing their invest¬ 
ments or control of the Suez Canal by supporting Egyptian nationalism. 
When they invaded Egypt in 1882, Urabi’s charismatic leadership was no 
match for Britain’s Gatling guns. Urabi’s forces were defeated in the Battle of 
Tel al-Kebir, and Urabi fled to Cairo, where he eventually surrendered. By this 
time, the khedive had switched sides, thrown in his lot with the British, de¬ 
clared Urabi a rebel, and called for his execution. The British high commis¬ 
sioner in Cairo, Lord Dufferin, recognizing that Urabi’s death would make 
him a martyr, had the sentence commuted to permanent exile in Ceylon. 

Long disdained by civilian nationalists, Colonel Urabi has now become a 
national hero in Egypt. His resistance against foreign invasion was an impor¬ 
tant milestone in Egyptian national history. 









Egyptian Nationalism ♦♦♦ 193 


party had been divided among Egyptian officers resenting privileged 
Turks and Circassians in the army, civilians seeking parliamentary rule, 
and reformers like Afghani and Abduh who wanted an Islamic revival. 


Lord Cromer and the British Occupation 

The British government that sent troops to Egypt in 1882 expected a brief 
military occupation. As soon as order was restored, Britain s troops were 
supposed to leave, and Egypt was to resume being an autonomous Ottoman 
province. But the longer the British stayed, the more disorder they found to 
clean up and the less they wanted to leave Egypt. The financial situation in 
particular needed drastic economic and administrative reforms. The British 
agent and consul general in Cairo from 1883 to 1907, Lord Cromer, was a 
talented financial administrator. With a small (but growing) staff of British 
advisers to Egypt’s various ministries, Cromer managed to expand the Nile 
irrigation system to raise agricultural output, increase state revenues, lower 
taxes, and reduce the public debt burden. His officials were competent, de¬ 
voted to the Egyptians’ welfare, and honest. Cromer’s epitaph in Westmin¬ 
ster Abbey would cite him as the “regenerator of Egypt.” 

He may have been so, but Cromer is not well remembered in Egypt to¬ 
day. Many Egyptians living in his era felt that their own advancement in 
government posts or the professions was blocked by the numerous foreign¬ 
ers holding high posts in Cairo. Besides, they objected to Cromer’s policy of 
limiting the growth of higher education. Some resented the fact that the 
Egyptian army, despite its British officers, lost the Sudan in 1885 to a rebel¬ 
lion led by the self-styled Mahdi (Rightly Guided One). After British and 
Egyptian troops regained the Sudan in 1898, it was placed under a condo¬ 
minium, with Britain effectively in control. Opposition to the continuing 
British occupation of Egypt came from a few British anti-imperialists; the 
French, who (despite their large economic stake in Egypt) had failed to in¬ 
tervene in 1882; and the Ottoman Turks, who resented losing another 
province of their empire. As long as there was no significant internal oppo¬ 
sition, though, these groups could do little to thwart British rule. 


The Revival of Egyptian Nationalism 

Major resistance began when Abbas, Khedive Tawfiq’s seventeen-year-old 
son, succeeded him in 1892. High-spirited and proudly guarding what he 
felt were his khedivial prerogatives, Abbas fought with Cromer over the 
right to appoint and dismiss his ministers and over control of the Egyptian 
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army. Although the British consul won the battles by bullying the ministers 
and asking his own government to send more troops to Egypt, he lost the 
trust of the youthful khedive. Seeking to undermine Cromer, Abbas created 
a clique of European and native supporters. Among the latter was an artic¬ 
ulate law student named Mustafa Kamil, who emerged as a potent palace 
propagandist in Europe and Egypt. In the ensuing years, he converted what 
had been Abbas’s secret society into a large-scale movement, the (revived) 
National Party. He founded a boys’ school and a daily newspaper, in order 
to spread nationalist ideas. As his popularity grew, Mustafa cared more 
about obtaining a democratic constitution than about the khedive’s pre¬ 
rogatives. He and his followers always viewed the evacuation of British 
troops from Egypt as their main goal. 

In 1906 an incident occurred that spread Mustafa Kamil’s fame. A group 
of British officers went to shoot pigeons in a village called Dinshaway. Due 
to some misunderstandings between the villagers and the officers, a fracas 
broke out. A gun went off, setting a threshing floor on fire. Another bullet 
wounded a peasant woman. The villagers began to beat the officers with 
clubs. One of the latter escaped, fainted after running several miles, and 
died of sunstroke. The British authorities, suspecting a premeditated as¬ 
sault, tried fifty-seven farmers before a special military court, which found 
many of them guilty of murder. Four were hanged and several others 
flogged in the presence of their families as an object lesson to the Din¬ 
shaway villagers. These barbarous sentences appalled Mustafa Kamil, most 
Egyptians, and even many Europeans, for at that time people were shocked 
by atrocities that now seem tame. Mustafa exploited this reaction to win 
new followers and hasten Cromer’s retirement. He publicly established the 
National Party in December 1907 but tragically died two months later. 

Mustafa’s successors disagreed about their tactics and aims. Was the Na¬ 
tional Party for Muslims against Christian rulers or for all Egyptian people 
opposed to the British occupation? If the latter, could Egypt expect support 
from its nominal overlord, the Ottoman Empire? Should the party seek na¬ 
tional independence by peaceful or revolutionary means? If the latter, 
would it oppose Khedive Abbas and other large landowners? Should it seek 
economic and social reform, or stress evicting the British from Egypt? How 
could a party made up of mainly lawyers and students, with few backers in 
the Egyptian army, persuade Britain to leave? More moderate leaders ar¬ 
gued that constitutional government should precede independence. The 
British consul who replaced Cromer in 1907 neutralized the Nationalist 
threat by wooing Khedive Abbas and the more conservative landowners to 
Britain’s side. The next consul won peasant support through his agrarian 
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policies. By 1914 the Nationalist leaders were in exile. Only after World War 
I would the Egyptians build up enough resentment against British rule to 
form a truly national and revolutionary movement. 


Ottomanism, Pan-Islam, and Turkism 

The rise of Turkish nationalism was hampered by the fact that until the 
twentieth century no educated Ottoman, even if Turkish was his native 
tongue, cared to be called a Turk. The Ottoman Empire, though Western¬ 
ers called it Turkey, was definitely not a Turkish nation-state. It contained 
many ethnic and religious groups: Turks, Greeks, Serbs, Croats, Albanians, 
Bulgarians, Arabs, Syrians, Armenians, and Kurds, to name but a few. Its 
rulers were Sunni Muslims, but it included Greek Orthodox, Armenian 
Christian, and Jewish subjects organized into millets (which functioned 
like nations within the state), as well as many smaller religious groups. Its 
inhabitants were either Osmanlilar , who belonged to the ruling class, or 
reaya , who did not, with nothing in between. 


Early Nationalism in the Ottoman Empire 

Nationalism, in the modern sense, first arose among the Greeks and the Serbs 
(peoples exposed to Western or Russian influences) and then spread to other 
subject Christians. As independence movements proliferated in the Balkans, 
the Ottoman rulers worried more and more about holding their empire to¬ 
gether and countering the Russians, who openly encouraged Balkan revolts. 
Westernizing reforms were their first solution, but these raised more hopes 
than could be met and did not create a new basis of loyalty. The reformers es¬ 
poused the idea of Ottomanism (loyalty to the Ottoman state) as a frame¬ 
work within which racial, linguistic, and religious groups could develop 
autonomously but harmoniously. To this the New Ottomans of the 1870s 
had added the idea of a constitution that would set up an assembly repre¬ 
senting all the empire’s peoples. The constitution was drafted in 1876—the 
worst possible time, with several nationalist rebellions going on in the Bal¬ 
kans, war raging against Serbia and Montenegro (two Balkan states that had 
already won their independence), the Ottoman treasury nearly bankrupt, 
Russia threatening to send in troops, and Britain preparing to fight against 
the Turks to protect the Balkan Christians and against the Russians to defend 
the Ottoman Empire (a policy that sounded as weird to people then as it 
sounds now). Moreover, the New Ottomans had seized power in a coup, put 
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on the throne a sultan who turned out to be crazy, and then replaced him 
with his brother, Abdulhamid II (r. 1876-1909), whose promises to uphold 
the new constitution were suspect. 

Well, they should have been. The ensuing Russo-Turkish War put the 
empire in such peril that no one could have governed under the Ottoman 
constitution. Sultan Abdulhamid soon suspended it and dissolved parlia¬ 
ment. For thirty years he ruled as a dictator, appointing and dismissing his 
own ministers, holding his creditors at bay, fomenting quarrels among the 
Great Powers to keep them from partitioning the empire, and suppressing 
all dissident movements within his realm. People now view him as having 
been a cruel sultan, reactionary in his attitudes toward westernizing re¬ 
forms and devoted to the doctrine of pan-Islam. This movement alarmed 
Russia, Britain, and France, with their millions of Muslim subjects in Asia 
and Africa. It is interesting that Istanbul, seat of the sultan-caliph, became 
the final home of that wandering pan-Islamic agitator, Jamal al-Din 
al-Afghani. 

Abdulhamid is remembered for his censors and spies, his morbid fear of 
assassination, and his massacres of Armenians (some of whom were plot¬ 
ting against his regime). Scholars trying to rehabilitate his image have 
claimed that he furthered the centralizing policies of the earlier Tanzimat 
reformers, that the Ottoman Empire lost no European lands between 1878 
and 1908, and that Muslims at home and abroad hailed him as their 
caliph. Nevertheless, Sultan Abdulhamid was unquestionably incompe¬ 
tent, paranoid, and cruel. The empires finances came under the control of 
a European debt commission, the freedoms of speech and assembly van¬ 
ished, the army came to a standstill, and the navy deteriorated. The ablest 
reformers went into exile. Midhat, leader of the New Ottomans, was lured 
back with false promises, tried for attempted murder, locked up in the 
Arabian town of Taif, and secretly strangled there. 

Many Ottomans, especially if they had attended Western schools, felt 
that the only way to save the Ottoman Empire was to restore the 1876 con¬ 
stitution, even if they had to overthrow Abdulhamid first. A number of op¬ 
position groups were formed. All of them tend to get lumped together as 
the “Young Turks,” a term possibly borrowed from the “New Ottomans.” 
Many were not Turks, and some were not even young, but the term has 
stuck. The key society was a secret one formed by four cadets—all Muslims 
but of several nationalities. It became known as the Committee of Union 
and Progress (CUP). Its history was long and tortuous, with moments of 
hope interspersed with years of gloom, centering at times on exiled Turkish 
writers living in Paris or Geneva, at others on cells of Ottoman army offi¬ 
cers in Salonika and Damascus. Gradually, many Ottomans adopted the 
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CUP’s goals: that the empire must be militarily and morally strengthened, 
that all religious and ethnic groups must have equal rights, that the consti¬ 
tution must be restored, and that Sultan Abdulhamid must be shorn of 
power. Otherwise, Russia would take what was left of the empire in Europe, 
including Istanbul and the Straits. The other Western powers would carve 
up Turkey-in-Asia, just as they had partitioned Africa and divided China 
into spheres of influence. 


The Young Turks in Power 

The CUP was Ottomanist, not Turkish nationalist, as long as it was out of 
power. Fearful of the reconciliation between Britain and Russia in 1907, the 
CUP inspired an army coup that forced Abdulhamid to restore the Otto¬ 
man constitution in 1908. Every religious and ethnic group in the empire 
rejoiced; the committee, even if its leaders were Turks, were backed by 
many loyal Balkan Christians, Armenians, Arabs, and Jews. Most wanted to 
be Ottoman citizens under the 1876 constitution. Western well-wishers ex¬ 
pected Turkey to revive. Elections were held for the new parliament, the 
tide of democracy seemed to be sweeping into Istanbul, and the CUP 
started so many changes that we still call vigorous reformers “Young 
Turks.” Indeed, their rise to power portended the many revolutions that 
have changed the face of Middle Eastern politics since 1908. 

But if we examine what really happened to the Ottoman Empire under 
the Young Turks, we must give them lower marks for their achievements 
than for their stated intentions. They did not halt disintegration, as Austria 
annexed Bosnia, Bulgaria declared its independence, and Crete rebelled, all 
in late 1908. Their hopes for rapid economic development were dashed 
when France withdrew a loan offer in 1910. The next year Italy invaded the 
Ottoman province of Tripolitania. Russia incited Bulgaria and Serbia to 
join forces in 1912 and attack the empire in Macedonia. In four months the 
Turks lost almost all their European lands. Even Albania, a mainly Muslim 
part of the Balkans, rebelled in 1910 and declared its independence in 1913. 
And the Arabs, as you will see in Chapter 13, were getting restless. 

How could Istanbul’s government, as set up under the restored 1876 
constitution, weather these problems? After the CUP won the 1912 elec¬ 
tion by large-scale bribery and intimidation, the army forced its ministers 
to resign in favor of its rival, the Liberal Entente. It took another military 
coup and a timely assassination in 1913 to restore the CUP to power. By 
the outbreak of World War I, the Ottoman government was a virtual tri¬ 
umvirate: Enver as war minister, Talat as minister of the interior, and Je¬ 
mal in charge of the navy. Democracy was dead in the Ottoman Empire. 
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Turkish Nationalism 

Amid these crises, the CUP leaders became more and more Turkish in 
their political orientation. Their early hope that the Great Powers and the 
empire’s minorities would back their Ottomanist reforms had been 
dashed. The powers grabbed land and withheld aid. The minorities grum¬ 
bled, plotted, or rebelled. What could the Young Turks do? Some stuck to 
their Ottomanist guns. Others argued for pan-Islam, which would have 
held the loyalty of most Arabs and also won needed support from Egypt, 
India, and other Muslim lands. But the new wave was pan-Turanism. This 
was the attempt to bring together all speakers of Turkic languages under 
Ottoman leadership, just as pan-Slavism meant uniting all speakers of 
Slavic languages behind Russia. Indeed, as most speakers of Turkic lan¬ 
guages were then under czarist rule or military occupation, pan-Turanism 
seemed a good way to pay back the Russians for the trouble they had 
caused the Ottoman Empire. Some of the leading pan-Turanian advocates 
were refugees from Russian Turkistan or Azerbaijan, but it was hard for 
the Ottoman Turks to forget their traditional ties to Islam or their own 
empire. Few believed in a distinct Turanian culture. The CUP’s efforts to 
impose Turkish in the schools and offices of their Arabic-speaking 
provinces stirred up Arab nationalism, further weakening the empire. The 
committee could not influence Central Asian Turks. The Turks’ ethnic and 
linguistic nationalism caused more problems than it solved, until they 
limited their national idea to fellow Turks within the Ottoman Empire. 
The idea was not unknown. A Turkish sociologist named Ziya Gokalp was 
writing newspaper articles to promote what he called Turkism, but this 
idea would become popular only after World War I. By then it was too late 
to save the Ottoman Empire. 


Nationalism in Persia 

Persia did not westernize as early as Egypt and the Ottoman Empire, but it 
had a compensating advantage when it came to developing Persian nation¬ 
alism. Let us look at what historians and political scientists usually cite as 
nationalism’s components: (1) previously existing state, (2) religion, (3) lan¬ 
guage, (4) race, (5) lifestyle, (6) shared economic interests, (7) common en¬ 
emies, and (8) shared historical consciousness. If you test Egyptian or 
Turkish nationalism against these criteria, you will find that they fall short 
on several counts. Not so Persian nationalism. The Qajar dynasty may have 
governed ineptly, but it was heir to a Persian political tradition traceable to 
the ancient Achaemenids, slightly interrupted by Greek, Arab, Turkish, and 
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Mongol invasions. Persia was predominantly Muslim; but its uniqueness 
was ensured by its general adherence to Twelve-Imam Shi’ism, whereas its 
Muslim neighbors were mainly Sunni. Its chief written and spoken language 
was Persian, although many of the country’s inhabitants spoke Turkish 
while numerous Muslims in India and the Ottoman Empire read and wrote 
Persian well. Race is a treacherous term to use in a land so often invaded and 
settled by outsiders, but certainly the Persians viewed their personal appear¬ 
ance as distinctive. Their culture had withstood the tests of time, invasions, 
and political change. Both visitors and natives hailed the Persian way of life: 
its poetry, architecture, costumes, cuisine, social relationships—and even its 
jokes. The economic interests of nineteenth-century Persia seem to have 
been, if not homogeneous, at least complementary among city dwellers, 
farmers, and nomads. No other Middle Easterners could match the Persians’ 
strong historical consciousness, expressed in their monumental architec¬ 
ture, painting, epic poetry, written history, and music, glorifying twenty-five 
centuries as a distinctive people. 


Early Resistance to Foreign Power 

It is not surprising, therefore, that a Persian nationalist movement arose 
between 1870 and 1914. Basically, it was a reaction against the threat of a 
Russian military takeover, against growing dependence on the West, and 
against the divisive effects of tribalism in the rural areas. It was facilitated 
by the spread of roads, telegraphs, and both public and private schools. 
Nasiruddin Shah’s policy of selling to foreign investors the rights to develop 
Persia’s resources alienated his own subjects. In 1873 he offered a conces¬ 
sion to one Baron de Reuter, a British subject, to form a monopoly that 
would build railways, operate mines, and establish Persia’s national bank. 
Russian objections and domestic opposition forced the shah to cancel the 
concession, although the baron was later authorized to start the Imperial 
Bank of Persia. In 1890 Nasiruddin sold a concession to an English com¬ 
pany to control the production, sale, and export of all tobacco in Persia. As 
we noted in Chapter 11, a nationwide tobacco boycott, inspired by the 
same Afghani involved in Egypt’s nationalist politics, forced the cancella¬ 
tion of this concession. The boycott gave westernized Persians, Shi’i ulama , 
and bazaar merchants enough confidence in their political power to spur 
the growth of a constitutionalist movement in the ensuing years. Many ob¬ 
servers noted the mounting problems of the Qajar shahs, their economic 
concessions to foreigners, the widening disparities between rich landown¬ 
ers and poor peasants (owing to the shift from subsistence to cash-crop 
agriculture), and Persia’s growing dependence on Russian military advisers. 
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Well might they wonder how long it would take for Russia to occupy Persia. 
Persians knew about the British occupation of Egypt, Sultan Abdulhamid’s 
weakness, and the foreign penetration of China. If the Russian troops did 
not come, some asked, would British investors take over Persia more 
subtly? Russia was Persia’s main enemy, but Britain was a close second. The 
shah, surrounded by corrupt courtiers, had sold most of his inherited 
treasures and spent the proceeds of his foreign loans on palaces, trips 
abroad, and gifts to his family and friends. 


The Constitutionalist Movement 

Patriotic Persians felt that the remedy to these ills was a constitution that 
would limit their rulers’ arbitrary acts. The idea spread among bazaar 
merchants, landlords, ulama , army officers, and even some government 
officials and tribal leaders. Secret societies sprang up in various cities, no¬ 
tably Tabriz (Azerbaijan’s main city) and Tehran (Persia’s capital). The 
spark that set off the revolution was an arbitrary act by the shah’s prime 
minister, Ayn al-Dowleh, who had several merchants flogged for allegedly 
plotting to drive up the price of sugar in the Tehran bazaar. The merchants 
took refuge in the royal mosque (which, by a time-honored Persian cus¬ 
tom called bast , gave them sanctuary from arrest), but Ayn al-Dowleh had 
them expelled. This move enraged Tehran’s ulama and swelled the num¬ 
ber of protestors, who moved to another mosque. Desiring peace, the shah 
offered to dismiss his minister and to convene a “house of justice” to re¬ 
dress their grievances. But he failed to act on his promises. When the shah 
was incapacitated by a stroke, Ayn al-Dowleh attacked the protestors, who 
organized a larger bast in Tehran. Meanwhile, the mujtahids , or Shi’i legal 
experts, sought bast in nearby Qom and threatened to leave Persia en 
masse—an act that would have paralyzed the country’s courts—unless 
their demands were met. Tehran’s shops closed. When Ayn al-Dowleh 
tried to force them to open, 15,000 Persians took refuge in the British lega¬ 
tion, camping on its lawn for several weeks during July 1906. Finally the 
shah bowed to popular pressure. He fired Ayn al-Dowleh and accepted a 
Western-style constitution in which the government would be controlled 
by a Majlis, or representative assembly. So great was his aversion to the 
Persian nationalists, however, that only pressure from Britain and Russia 
(plus the fact that he was dying) kept him from blocking the constitution 
before it could take effect. 

The Persian nationalists achieved too much too soon. In 1907 Britain 
and Russia reached an agreement recognizing each other’s spheres of in- 
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fluence in Persia. Britain was to have primary influence over the southeast, 
close to its Indian empire. Russia acquired the right to send troops and ad¬ 
visers to the heavily populated north, including the key provinces of Azer¬ 
baijan and Khurasan, plus Tehran itself. Russia backed the new shah 
enough to enable him to close the Majlis in 1908. Though one of the main 
tribes helped the constitutionalists to regain control of Tehran and then to 
reopen the Majlis in 1909, Persian nationalism now lacked the fervent 
popular support it had enjoyed three years earlier. The Majlis got bogged 
down in debates and achieved nothing. 


Oil Discoveries 

Persians might have welcomed news from Khuzistan, located in the south¬ 
west, where a British company had begun oil exploration in 1901. In 1908 
it made its first strike. By 1914 thousands of barrels were being piped to a 
refinery on the Persian Gulf island port of Abadan. When Britain’s navy 
switched from coal to petroleum just before World War I, the future of 
Persian oil looked even brighter. But to the nationalists this growing in¬ 
dustry was cold comfort. It was far from Tehran, in lands controlled by 
tribal shaykhs. The revenues were going mainly to British stockholders— 
not to the Persian government, let alone its impoverished subjects. In the 
years leading up to World War I, Persia as a whole seemed to be drifting 
toward becoming a Russian protectorate. 


Conclusion 

Nationalism in the West earned a bad name in the twentieth century, 
partly due to the destruction caused by two world wars, partly because of 
the excesses of such dictators as Mussolini and Hitler, and maybe also be¬ 
cause our intellectual leaders have become more cosmopolitan. Even in 
the Middle East, people now attack secular nationalism and exalt Islamic 
unity. Nearly everyone recognizes the artificial character of most of the so- 
called nations set up by foreign imperialism. 

Generally speaking, Middle Eastern nationalist movements fared badly 
before World War I. They did not increase the power, the lands, or the 
freedom of the Muslim states in which they arose. Except for a few suc¬ 
cessful moments, which now seem like lightning flashes within a general 
gloom, these movements did not win any wide popular support. There is 
no nationalism in Islam, said the critics, so these movements could appeal 
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only to youths who had lost their religion because of Western education. 
Even when they reached a wider public, their success was due to popular 
misunderstandings. The uneducated majority often mistook the national- 
ist triumphs for Muslim victories. And these were few indeed. 

You may wonder why we told you so much about these unsuccessful na¬ 
tionalist movements. Why learn about them? History is not just the story 
of winners; sometimes we study losers whose grandchildren would be 
winners. History is more than a collection of mere facts, names, and dates; 
we must also look at the way in which the peoples we care about view their 
own past. Ahmad Urabi and Mustafa Kamil are heroes to the Egyptian 
people today; Khedive Isma il and Lord Cromer are not. In Istanbul, you 
can buy postcards that bear pictures of the leading New Ottomans. Every 
Turkish student sees the Young Turks as a link in the chain of national re¬ 
generators going from Selim III to Kemal Ataturk. The 1906 constitution 
remained the legal basis of Iran’s government until 1979, and the Islamic 
Republic still honors the Shi’i leaders and bazaar merchants who fought 
together against the shah to make the older constitution a reality. For the 
peoples of the Middle East, these early nationalist movements were the 
prologue for the revolutionary changes yet to come. 



THIRTEEN 


The Roots of Arab Bitterness 


Few topics in Middle East history have generated as much heat—and as 
little light—as Arab nationalism. Few people are as poorly understood 
as today’s Arabs. Even deciding who is an Arab or defining what is meant 
by Arab nationalism can easily get scholars and students into trouble, with 
both the Arabs and their detractors. Nevertheless, Arabs are becoming 
more politically active in the twenty-first century. In our analysis we may 
find that what is called Arab nationalism is now dissolving into many dif¬ 
ferent movements, whose common feature is that they pertain to various 
Arabic-speaking peoples who seek to control their own political destinies. 
We must study these various manifestations of Arab feeling. And let us not 
fool ourselves: Arab feeling is strong and is likely to get stronger. It is also 
sometimes bitter, owing to some of the Arabs’ unhappy experiences in the 
early twentieth century. Let us see what happened, and why. 


Arab Nationalism 

What is Arab nationalism? Simply put, it is the belief that the Arabs consti¬ 
tute a single political community (or nation) and should have a common 
government. Right away we can see problems. There is no general agree¬ 
ment on who is an Arab. The current definition is that an Arab is anyone 
who speaks Arabic as his or her native language. This is not enough. Many 
speakers of Arabic do not think of themselves as Arabs, nor do other Arabs 
so regard them: Take, for example, the Lebanese Maronites, the Egyptian 
Copts, and of course the Jews born in Arab countries who went to live in 
Israel. A more eloquent definition is one adopted by a conference of Arab 
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leaders years ago: “Whoever lives in our country, speaks our language, is 
reared in our culture, and takes pride in our glory is one of us.” 

Up to the twentieth century, the term Arab was applied mainly to the 
camel-raising nomads of Arabia, the bedouin. To the settled peoples of 
Egypt and Syria, to be called an Arab was almost an insult. Turks used to 
call them pis arablar (dirty Arabs), which of course they resented. The idea 
that Syrians and Egyptians might find glory in being Arabs, let alone in 
uniting their countries in the name of Arab nationalism (as happened 
in 1958 and almost recurred several times since), would have been re¬ 
garded as a joke. The question “What are you?” might have rated such an¬ 
swers as “I am a Syrian,” “I am a Damascene,” “I am a Sunni Muslim of the 
Shafi’i legal rite,” or “I am a carpenter.” Even a tribal affiliation might have 
been mentioned, but never “I am an Arab,” at least not before the twenti¬ 
eth century. Even now, we note that there are some twenty countries that 
see themselves as part of the Arab world, each with its own government, 
flag, currency, stamps, identity card, and seat on the Council of the Arab 
League. None would deny the leagues loyalty to the ideal of Arab unity, 
yet its member states go their separate ways. Even opposition to Israel did 
not bring the Arabs together; rather, it divided them even more. 


Historical Background 

As we review the history of the Arabic-speaking peoples, we must remem¬ 
ber that they have not been united since the era of the High Caliphate, if 
indeed then. Moreover, except for the bedouin, they did not rule them¬ 
selves from the time the Turks came in until quite recently. The very idea 
of people ruling themselves would not have made sense to Middle East¬ 
erners before the rise of nationalism. Settled peoples cared that a Muslim 
government rule over them, defend them from nomads and other in¬ 
vaders, preserve order, and promote peace in accordance with the Shari’a. 
It did not matter whether the head of that Muslim government was an 
Arab like the Umayyad caliphs, a Persian like the Buyid amirs, a Turk like 
the Seljuk and Ottoman sultans, or a Kurd like Salah al-Din and his Ayyu- 
bid heirs. Almost all rulers succeeded by either heredity or nomination; no 
one thought of letting the people elect them. 


The Arabs Under Ottoman Rule 

From the sixteenth to the twentieth centuries, most Arabs—all of them, 
really, except in parts of Arabia and Morocco—belonged to the Ottoman 
Empire. Even in periods of Ottoman weakness, the local officials and land- 
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lords were apt to be Turks, Circassians, or other non-Arabs. Since World 
War I, the Arab nationalists and their sympathizers have denounced the 
horrors of Ottoman rule, blaming the Turks for the Arabs’ backwardness, 
political ineptitude, disunity, or whatever else was amiss in their society. 
What went wrong? Were the Arabs under Ottoman rule better or worse off 
than they had been earlier? In fact, the Arabs’ decline cannot be blamed on 
Istanbul. You can even argue that early Ottoman rule had benefited the 
Arabs by promoting local security and trade between their merchants and 
those of Anatolia and the Balkans. If the eighteenth-century Ottoman de¬ 
cline and overly zealous nineteenth-century reforms hurt the Arabs, the 
Turks within the empire suffered too. If Ottoman rule was so oppressive, 
why did the Arabs not rebel? 

Well, at times they did. We have mentioned the Wahhabi revolt in 
eighteenth-century Arabia, but that group wanted to purify Islam, not to 
create an Arab state. Peasant and military revolts sometimes broke out in 
Egypt, but for economic rather than national reasons. Some historians have 
found an anti-Ottoman angle in the policies of Mehmet Ali and Ibrahim. 
The latter, as governor of Syria, supposedly said: “I am not a Turk. I came to 
Egypt as a child, and since that time, the sun of Egypt has changed my blood 
and made it all Arab.” But Mehmet Ali and his heirs spoke Turkish, viewed 
themselves as members of the Ottoman ruling class, and treated the Egyp¬ 
tians like servants. Urabi’s name implied some Arab identity, and he did 
rebel against Turkish and Circassian officers in the Egyptian army, but his 
revolution was an Egyptian one directed mainly against the Anglo-French 
Dual Control. Uprisings in Syria were frequent, but their cause was usually 
religious. Tribes in Iraq and the Hijaz often revolted against Ottoman gover¬ 
nors, but over local—not national—grievances. 

In weighing these facts, historians have concluded that Arab identity 
played no great part in Middle East politics up to the twentieth century. 
Muslim Arabs felt that any attempt to weaken the Ottoman Empire was 
apt to harm Islam. Even under Sultan Abdulhamid, despite his faults, most 
Arabs went on upholding the status quo. Many served in the army or civil 
administration. A few were prominent advisers. They might have been 
proud of belonging to the same “race” as Muhammad, but this did not in¬ 
spire them to rebel against the Turks, who were Muslims too. 


Christian Arab Nationalists 

Not all Arabs are Muslim. In the nineteenth century, as many as one-fourth 
of the Arabs under Ottoman rule belonged to protected minorities. Most of 
these were Christians, who were less likely than the Muslims to feel a strong 
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loyalty to the empire. But we must pin down the time, the place, and the sect 
before we can discuss the politics of the Arabic-speaking Christians. The 
ones whose role mattered most in the birth of Arab nationalism lived in 
Syria, which then included most of what we now call Israel, Jordan, Lebanon, 
the Republic of Syria, and even parts of southern Turkey. Until they came 
under the rule of Ibrahim in 1831, or under the Tanzimat reformers, Arabic¬ 
speaking Christians cared little about who governed them. The millet system 
gave virtual autonomy to both Orthodox and Monophysite Christians. As 
for the others, they were usually so well protected by deserts, mountains, or 
river gorges that they hardly felt the Ottoman yoke. The Maronites (and 
other Catholics) enjoyed French protection by the nineteenth century. Russia 
took a growing interest in the welfare of the Greek Orthodox Syrians. From 
the 1820s on, American and French missionaries founded schools in Syria, 
as did the British, Russians, and other Westerners, though to a lesser extent. 
Inasmuch as Syrian Christians naturally sent their children to mission 
schools closest to their own religious affiliation, Maronites and Uniate 
Catholics tended to go to French Catholic schools and to identify' with 
France. How could the Orthodox Christians compete? Distressed by the low 
educational level of their own clergy, some were converting to Catholicism or 
Protestantism and sending their children to the relevant mission schools. 
Those who stayed in their ancestral faith rarely chose either to enter the 
priesthood, because all higher clerical positions were held by Greeks, or to at¬ 
tend Russian mission schools, when few aspired to go to Russian universities. 

The Americans helped solve their problem, but quite by accident they 
aided the rise of Arab nationalism. US mission schools, especially their 
crowning institution, the Syrian Protestant College (now the American Uni¬ 
versity of Beirut), tried to serve students of every religion. But most of them 
hoped also to convert young people to Protestant Christianity. Because 
Protestantism has traditionally stressed the reading and understanding of its 
sacred scriptures, the Bible was soon translated into Arabic for local con¬ 
verts. Many of the early American missionaries learned the language well 
enough to teach in it and even to translate English-language textbooks into 
Arabic. Until they realized that they could not recruit enough teachers and 
translate enough books under this system, the US mission schools and col¬ 
leges used Arabic as their language of instruction. Reluctantly they switched 
to English in the late nineteenth century. Given this relative acceptance of 
their culture, many Arabs sent their children to American schools despite 
their Protestant orientation. The Orthodox Christians were especially apt to 
do so. This led to a higher standard of Arabic reading and writing among 
Syrian Orthodox youth, many of whom went into journalism, law, or teach- 
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ing. Some became scholars and writers. Before long they were leading the 
Arabic literary revival, which turned into a nationalist movement, just as 
happened to literary movements in some European nations. The growth of 
nationalism was also fostered by such American ideas as using the schools to 
develop moral character, promoting benevolent activities, and teaching stu¬ 
dents to create new institutions to fit changing conditions. 

According to legend, the first Arab nationalist party was a Beirut secret 
society founded around 1875 by five early graduates of the American Uni¬ 
versity. More recently, careful research by a professor at that institution has 
shown that these students, all Christians, were probably seeking the inde¬ 
pendence of what we now call Lebanon—not the whole Arab world—from 
the Ottoman Empire. Anyway, the secret society did not last long. But the 
commitment of students and alumni of the American University of Beirut, 
in both the nineteenth and the twentieth centuries, has nurtured the ideas 
of Arab nationalism and spread them among both Muslim and Christian 
speakers of Arabic. The American missionaries hoped to convert Arab 
youths to Protestantism through exposure to the Arabic Bible; the unin¬ 
tended outcome was to make them cherish even more their heritage of 
Arabic literature and history. Their secular colleagues taught them to re¬ 
spect Western ideals of liberalism and democracy, but the students applied 
them to building an Arab nationalist ideology. Teachers sow their seed in 
unknown soil; their pupils decide what they will cultivate and determine 
what posterity will reap. 


Muslim Arab Nationalists 

But Arab nationalism could not have won Muslim acceptance if all its 
advocates had been westernized Christians. The centralizing trend of Ot¬ 
toman reforms, discussed in Chapter 11, alienated some Arabs, high- 
ranking officials as well as local landlords, from what they were coming to 
view as a Turkish empire. The first truly Muslim strain within Arab nation¬ 
alism was a campaign during the 1890s, popularized by a writer named 
Abd al-Rahman al-Kawakibi, to revive the Arab caliphate, preferably in 
Mecca. Pan-Islam, strong among Muslims since the 1860s, had urged them 
to unite behind the Ottoman sultans. By juggling a few historical facts, 
their backers had claimed that the caliphate, maintained in Cairo by the 
Mamluks after the Mongol capture of Baghdad in 1258, had been trans¬ 
ferred to the Ottoman sultans upon their conquest of Egypt in 1517. Some 
Muslims may have rejected this claim, for Sunni political theory states that 
the caliph must belong to Muhammad’s tribe, the Quraysh. The Ottomans 
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were not Arabs, let alone members of the Quraysh tribe. Actually, they had 
seldom used the title of caliph before the late nineteenth century. Sultan 
Abdulaziz (r. 1861-1876) had done so, as part of his campaign to increase 
his support from Ottoman Muslims and to counter the harmful effects of 
Russian pan-Slavism. Sultan Abdulhamid exploited the caliphate even 
more, trying to win the backing of Egyptian and Indian Muslims ruled by 
Britain—one of the reasons for his bad reputation in Western history 
books. Britain’s rising hostility to the Ottoman sultan may have stimulated 
Kawakibi’s nationalism. Whatever the cause, his idea of an Arab caliphate 
did gain support from the non-Ottoman amirs in Arabia and even from 
Egypt’s Khedive Abbas. Although the khedives were descendants of Meh- 
met Ali, originally an Albanian, they often tried to win Arab support away 
from the Ottoman sultans. In short, Kawakibi’s campaign to free the Arabs 
from Turkish rule mattered more as a power ploy for diplomats, khedives, 
and amirs than for its popular following at the time. 


The Arabs and the Young Turks 

The first breakthrough for Arab nationalism was the 1908 Young Turk rev¬ 
olution, which restored the long-suspended Ottoman constitution. Sud¬ 
denly, men living in Beirut and Damascus, Baghdad and Aleppo, Jaffa and 
Jerusalem, were choosing representatives to an assembly in Istanbul. 
Hopes were raised for Arab-Turkish friendship and for progress toward 
liberal democracy in the Ottoman state. An Arab-Ottoman Friendship So¬ 
ciety opened branches in many cities of the empire. Some of the Syrian in¬ 
tellectuals who had fled from Abdulhamid’s tyranny to Egypt or the New 
World packed their bags to return home. 

Arab hopes soon faded, though. The Arab-Ottoman Friendship Society 
was closed down by the Committee of Union and Progress in 1909, al¬ 
though an Arabic literary society was allowed to meet in Istanbul as long 
as it avoided politics. Representation in Parliament favored Turks against 
the empire’s many ethnic, linguistic, and religious minorities. Moreover, 
the elections were rigged to ensure that most of the deputies belonged to 
the CUP. The Young Turk regime, imperiled by European imperialism and 
Balkan nationalism, resumed the centralizing policies of earlier Ottoman 
reformers. Consequently, the Arabs began to fear that their liberties, pre¬ 
served by the weakness or indifference of earlier governments, would now 
be in danger. The imposition of Turkish as the language of administration 
and education (plus the apparent shift from pan-Islam to pan-Turanism) 
especially angered the Arabs. 



World War I ❖ 209 


But how could they react? Not since Muhammad’s day had large num¬ 
bers of Arabic-speaking peoples mobilized politically to gain unity and 
freedom. How could they oppose a government headed, at least in name, 
by a sultan-caliph? What good would it do Syria’s Arabs to overthrow Turk¬ 
ish rule, only to become, like Egypt, a dependency of a Christian power? 
Few Syrians (other than some Maronites) sought French rule. Nor did Iraqi 
Arabs want Basra to become (like Suez) a link in Britain’s imperial trans¬ 
port and communications. 

The result of these deliberations was a low-profile movement of a few 
educated Arabs aimed not at separation but at greater local autonomy. It 
included three different groups: (1) the Ottoman Decentralization Party, 
founded in 1912 by Syrians living in Cairo and seeking Arab support for 
more local autonomy instead of strong central control by the Ottoman gov¬ 
ernment; (2) al-Fatat (Youth), a secret society of young Arabs who were 
students in European universities and who convoked an Arab Congress, held 
in Paris in 1913, to demand equal rights and cultural autonomy for Arabs 
within the Ottoman Empire; and (3) al-Ahd (Covenant), a secret society of 
Arab officers in the Ottoman army, who proposed turning the Ottoman Em¬ 
pire into a Turco-Arab dual monarchy on the pattern of Austria-Hungary. 
Each of these groups found backers among educated Arabs living in Istanbul, 
other Ottoman cities (notably Damascus), and abroad. 

But do not do not overestimate the strength of Arab nationalism before 
World War I. Most Arabs were not yet Arab nationalists; they remained loyal 
to the CUP, the Ottoman constitution that gave them parliamentary rep¬ 
resentation, and a government in which some Arabs served as ministers, 
ambassadors, officials, or army officers. If Arab nationalism had led to sepa¬ 
ration from the Ottoman Empire, the Egyptian khedive or the British might 
have gained more than the Arabs of Syria or Iraq. Even though Egypt was 
prospering, Arabs elsewhere did not crave British rule, let alone a French 
imperialist regime like the one that ruled in Algeria. The Jewish settlers in 
Palestine, not yet numerous enough to threaten the Arab majority, might 
later aspire to separate statehood (see Chapter 16), and Arab nationalists op¬ 
posed this potential threat even more strenuously than Turkish rule. 


World War I 


The next turning point in the rise of Arab nationalism occurred when the 
Ottoman Empire decided in August 1914 to enter World War I on the Ger¬ 
man side. The CUP, especially War Minister Enver, may have been influenced 
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by their exposure to German military advisers, but their main motives were 
to regain Egypt from the British and the Caucasus Mountains from Russia. 
At the time, Muslim Arabs applauded these aims; later, writers would casti¬ 
gate the Young Turks for committing the empire, already shaken by defeats in 
Libya and the Balkans, to war against the Western Allies. In 1914 Germany 
was respected for its economic and military might. The Germans were build¬ 
ing a railway from Istanbul to Baghdad that would hold together what was 
left of the Ottoman Empire. A German military mission in Istanbul was 
training officers and soldiers to use modern weapons. Two German war¬ 
ships, caught in the Mediterranean when the war started and pursued by the 
British navy, took refuge in the Straits, whereupon they were handed over by 
the German ambassador as gifts to the Ottoman government (complete with 
their German crews, who donned fezzes and called themselves “instructors”). 
They replaced two ships then being built for the Ottoman navy in British 
shipyards, already paid for by public subscription, that had been comman¬ 
deered by the British navy when the war broke out. So strongly did the Ot¬ 
toman government and people support the German cause that after the new 
“Turkish” ships had drawn the empire into the war by bombarding the port 
of Odessa, the sultan officially proclaimed a jihad against Britain, France, and 
Russia. All three had millions of Muslim subjects who, if they had heeded the 
message, would have had to rebel on behalf of their Ottoman sultan-caliph. 


Britain and the Arabs 

The British, especially those serving in Egypt and the Sudan, wanted to 
counter this pan-Islamic proclamation serving the Turks and Germans, 
who launched a well-publicized invasion of Sinai in late 1914 as Britain 
declared its official protectorate over Egypt. Some Ottoman army units 
reached the Suez Canal in February 1915, and one even crossed to the 
western side under cover of darkness. For three years, Britain had to sta¬ 
tion more than 100,000 imperial troops in Egypt—partly to intimidate 
the Egyptian nationalists, but mainly to stop any new Ottoman effort to 
take the canal, which the British now viewed as their imperial lifeline. 

Britain responded by contacting an Arab leader in the Hijaz—namely, 
Husayn, the sharif and amir of Mecca. Let us explain these titles. A sharif is 
a descendant of Muhammad, of which there were many in the Hijaz, espe¬ 
cially in the Muslim holy cities. Being protectors of Mecca and Medina 
conferred prestige on the Ottoman sultans; they lavished honors on the 
sharifs but also exploited their rivalries to control them. The various clans 
of sharifs competed for the position of amir (prince), which carried some 
temporal authority. 
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During the nineteenth century, however, the Ottoman government had 
tried to strengthen its direct rule over the Hijaz, using an appointed local 
governor. Sharif Husayn, the leader of one of the contending clans (which 
he called the Hashimites, the clan of the Prophet himself), had long strug¬ 
gled with the Ottoman sultan and his governors, enduring almost sixteen 
years of house arrest in Istanbul. Even though he still supported the Ot- 
tomanist ideal after he became amir in 1908, Husayn disliked the CUP’s 
centralizing policies. One of his sons, Abdallah, had ties with Arab nation¬ 
alist societies in Syria before World War I. Abdallah went to Cairo to seek 
support from the British consul, Lord Kitchener, a few months before the 
war began. The British hesitated to plot against the Ottoman Empire, 
which they had long tried to preserve, but Kitchener remembered the 
meeting later. When he went home to help plan Britain s war effort, Lon¬ 
don became interested in a possible anti-Ottoman alliance with these 
Hashimite sharifs in Mecca. The British government instructed its Cairo 
representative to contact Husayn, hoping to dissuade him from endorsing 
the jihad or, better yet, to persuade him to lead an Arab rebellion against 
Ottoman rule. 


The Husaytt-McMahon Correspondence 

In Cairo, Britain’s new high commissioner (the new title resulted from the 
declaration of the British protectorate over Egypt), Sir Henry McMahon, 
wrote to the sharif of Mecca. Britain wanted him to rebel against Ottoman 
rule in the Hijaz. Husayn in turn asked for a pledge that the British would 
support the rebellion financially and politically against his Arab rivals as 
well as against the Ottoman Empire. If he called for an Arab revolt, it was 
not for the sake of changing masters. The British in Egypt and the Sudan 
knew from talking with Arab nationalists living there that the Hashimites 
could not rally other Arabs to their cause—given the power and prestige 
of rival families living elsewhere in Arabia—unless the Arabs were assured 
that they would gain their independence in the lands in which they pre¬ 
dominated: Arabia, Iraq, and Syria, including Palestine and Lebanon. 

Keeping these considerations in mind, the amir of Mecca and the British 
high commissioner for Egypt and the Sudan exchanged some letters in 
1915-1916 that have since become famous and highly controversial. In the 
course of what we now call the Husayn-McMahon Correspondence, Britain 
pledged that, if Husayn proclaimed an Arab revolt against Ottoman rule, it 
would provide military and financial aid during the war and would then 
help to create independent Arab governments in the Arabian Peninsula and 
most parts of the Fertile Crescent. 
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Britain did, however, exclude some parts, such as the port areas of 
Mersin and Alexandretta (which now belong to Turkey), Basra (now in 
Iraq), and “portions of Syria lying to the west of the areas [districts] of 
Damascus, Homs, Hama, and Aleppo .” One of the toughest issues in mod¬ 
ern Middle East history is to figure out whether McMahon meant to ex¬ 
clude only what is now Lebanon, a partly Christian region coveted by 
France, or also Palestine, in which some Jews hoped to rebuild their an¬ 
cient homeland. Lebanon was clearly west of Damascus and those other 
Syrian cities, whereas the area that we now call Israel was significantly less 
so. The Arabs argue, therefore, that Britain promised Palestine to them. 
But if the letter referred to the province of Syria (of which Damascus was 
the capital), what is now Israel and was then partly under a governor in 
Jerusalem may have been what McMahon meant to exclude from Arab 
rule. Not only the Zionists but also the British government after 1918, 
even McMahon himself, believed that he had never promised Palestine to 
the Arabs. However, since Britain cared more in 1915 about its French al¬ 
liance than about reserving Palestine for the Jews, we think that Lebanon 
was the area excluded from Arab rule in the negotiations. Only later would 
Jewish claims to Palestine become the main issue. 

The exclusion of these ambiguously described lands angered Husayn; he 
refused to accept the deal, and his correspondence with the British in 
Cairo ended inconclusively in early 1916. The Ottomans could have pre¬ 
vented any major Arab revolt, but for its authoritarian governor in Syria, 
Jemal, who needlessly antagonized the Arabs there. As a former naval min¬ 
ister and one of the three Young Turks who ruled the Ottoman Empire 
when it entered World War I, Jemal had led the Turkish expedition to seize 
the Suez Canal and free Egypt from British rule. Although his first attempt 
failed, Jemal planned to try again. He settled down as governor of Syria 
while he rebuilt his forces, but he did little for the province. Many areas 
were struck by famine, locusts, or labor shortages caused by the conscrip¬ 
tion of local peasant youths into the Ottoman army. Fuel shortages led to 
the cutting down of olive trees and also hindered the transport of food 
to the stricken areas. Meanwhile, the Arab nationalist societies met and 
pondered which side to take in the war. One of Husayn s sons, Faysal, came 
to Syria to parley with both the Arab nationalists and Jemal in 1915, but 
he accomplished nothing. Then in April and May 1916, Jemals police 
seized some Arabs, including scholars who were not nationalists, arrested 
them for treason, and had twenty-two of them publicly hanged in Beirut 
and Damascus. The executions aroused so much anger in Syria—and 
among Arabs in general—that Faysal returned to Mecca, a convert to Arab 
nationalism, and convinced his father that the time for revolt had come. 
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The Arab Revolt 

On 5 June 1916 Husayn declared the Arabs independent and unfurled the 
standard of their revolt against Turkish rule. The Ottoman Empire did not 
fall at once, but large numbers of Arabs in the Hijaz, plus some in Pales¬ 
tine and Syria, began to fight the Turks. But were the Arabs in these areas 
truly nationalists? Most probably did not care whether they were ruled 
from Istanbul or Mecca, so long as the outcome of the war was in doubt. 

The Arab Revolt raged for the next two years. Guided by European advis¬ 
ers, notably T. E. Lawrence, the Arab supporters of Amir Husayn fought on 
the Allied side against the Ottoman Empire. Working in tandem with the 
Egyptian Expeditionary Force (the British Empire troops advancing from 
the Suez Canal), they moved north into Palestine. While the British took 
Jaffa and Jerusalem, the Arabs were blowing up railways and capturing 
Aqaba and Amman. When Britain’s forces drew near Damascus in late Sep¬ 
tember 1918, they waited to let Lawrence and the Arabs occupy the city, 
which then became the seat of a provisional Arab government headed by 
Faysal. Meanwhile, the Ottoman army, now led by Mustafa Kemal (later 
Ataturk), withdrew from Syria. The Turks were also retreating in Iraq be¬ 
fore an Anglo-Indian army. Late in October the Ottoman Empire signed an 
armistice with the Allies at Mudros. The Arabs, promised the right of self- 
determination by the British and the French, were jubilant. Surely their in¬ 
dependence was at hand. 


The Sykes-Picot Agreement 

But this was not to be. The British government during the war had prom¬ 
ised Ottoman-ruled Arab lands to other interested parties. Russia had al¬ 
ready demanded Allied recognition of its right to control the Turkish 
Straits. In a secret treaty signed in London in 1915, Britain and France 
promised to back Russia’s claim. For its entry into the war on the Allied 
side in 1915, Italy later demanded parts of southwestern Anatolia. The 
Greeks, too, wanted a piece of Turkey, the land around Izmir, where many 
Greeks lived. France, while fighting the Germans on the Western Front, 
could not send many troops to the Middle East, but it wanted all of Syria, 
including Lebanon and Palestine. So Britain, France, and Russia drew up a 
secret pact called the Sykes-Picot Agreement (see Map 13.1). Signed in 
May 1916, it provided for direct French rule in much of northern and 
western Syria, plus a sphere of influence in the Syrian hinterland, includ¬ 
ing Damascus, Aleppo, and Mosul. Britain would rule lower Iraq directly. 
It would also advise an Arab government to be given lands between the 
Egyptian border and eastern Arabia, thus ensuring indirect British control 
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Faysal ibn al Husayn 


F aysal (1883-1933) was the third son of Husayn ibn Ali, sharif and amir of 
Mecca. Following a local custom, Faysal was sent to spend his early child¬ 
hood among the bedouin of Arabia. From 1891 to 1909 he lived with his father 
in Istanbul. Upon returning to Mecca in 1909 he gained military experience by 
participating in his father’s wars against rival Arab tribes. As a military com¬ 
mander, if not as a politician, Faysal would prove quite successful. 

In early 1916, while on a visit to Damascus, Faysal was drawn into a secret 
Arab society called Al-Fatat. This society wanted to liberate Arab lands from 
Ottoman rule and believed that the best way to do this was to encourage the 
British and the Turks to compete for Arab loyalty. Faysal returned to Mecca 
with a document known as the Damascus Protocol that outlined which Arab 
lands should be independent after the war. His father, Amir Husayn, was to 
use this document as a guideline in his bargaining with the British. Believing 
that he had Britain’s commitment to support an independent Arab state, 
Husayn declared the Arab Revolt in June 1916 and led his northern legions 
against the Turks. 

Although aided in this task by the famous Lawrence of Arabia, Faysal was 
the one who united and effectively led an army made up of Arab regulars, 
independent-minded bedouin irregulars, and a few European auxiliaries. This 
army served as the mobile right wing of General Allenby’s Egyptian Expedi¬ 
tionary Force as it invaded Palestine and Syria. On 3 October 1918 Faysal forces 
occupied Damascus, where he took charge of the Arab occupation forces hold¬ 
ing Syria. At this point, Arab plans started to go downhill due to circumstances 
over which Faysal had no control. 

When Faysal, again advised by Lawrence, attended the Paris Peace Confer¬ 
ence, he demanded that the British fulfill the promises made to his father, 
Husayn: they should create an independent state that would include the Arab 
lands of the Middle East. However, the British, who during the war had made 
contradictory Middle East pacts, decided to honor those made with their fel¬ 
low Europeans: the French and the Zionists. In order to accommodate them, 
the British abandoned most of their promises to the Arabs. 

The Arabs considered this an act of betrayal, and they have never forgotten 
it. The British sought to compensate Husayn with rule of the Hijaz. Faysal 
ruled in Syria until 1920 when, abetted by the British, French forces occupied 
the country and forced Faysal to flee. In 1921, the British made him king of 
Iraq. Despite his dependence on the British, Faysal was seen as a leader by the 
Arab nationalists in the interwar period. He was the only Arab leader who was 
able to deal with all sides. Thus his sudden death of a heart attack in 1933 
came as a shock to the Arabs, who mourned his passing as a devastating loss 
to the cause of Arab nationalism. 
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from the Mediterranean to the Persian Gulf. An enclave around Jaffa and 
Jerusalem would be under international rule because Russia wanted a part 
in administering the Christian holy places. The only area left for the Arabs 
to govern without foreign rulers or advisers was the Arabian desert. 

Arab apologists claim that Amir Husayn knew nothing about the Sykes- 
Picot Agreement until after World War I. T. E. Lawrence was wracked by 
guilt because he had encouraged the Arabs on Britain’s behalf, thinking 
that they would get their independence after the war, when in fact they 
were being manipulated by British diplomacy, if not duplicity. Lawrence’s 
Seven Pillars of Wisdom is a readable book, and Lawrence of Arabia is a great 
film, but neither one is history. Amir Husayn did know about the Sykes- 
Picot Agreement. Not only had the Allied secret treaties been published by 
the communists after they had seized control of Russia in 1917, but Husayn 
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learned about the agreement from Turkish agents trying to draw him out 
of the war and, indeed, from the British and French themselves. To Husayn, 
the advantages of directing an Arab revolt against the Turks, who had in¬ 
terned him for so long, outweighed the perils of Sykes-Picot, which the 
British claimed would not involve the lands he hoped to rule. To other Arab 
nationalists, this Anglo-French agreement betrayed their cause; worse, it 
was kept secret until after the war. 


The Balfour Declaration 

More public was a decision by the British cabinet to help establish a Jewish 
national home in Palestine, formally announced on 2 November 1917. This 
was the famous Balfour Declaration, so called because it appeared as a let¬ 
ter from the foreign secretary, Lord Balfour, to Lord Rothschild, titular 
president of Britain’s Zionist Federation. The letter is analyzed in Chapter 
16, but we note here its salient points: (1) The British government would 
help set up a national home in Palestine for the Jews; (2) it would not un¬ 
dermine the rights or status of Jews choosing not to live there; and (3) it 
would not harm the civil or religious rights of Palestine’s “existing non- 
Jewish communities.” The Arabs’ main objection to the Balfour Declara¬ 
tion was that they made up over nine-tenths of the population of what 
would later become Palestine. How could anyone create a home for one 
group of people in a land inhabited by another? Worse still, the inhabitants 
had never been asked if they wanted their land to become the national 
home for a people who would be coming from far away. Moreover, the Bal¬ 
four Declaration never mentioned the political rights of non-Jewish Pales¬ 
tinians, a point that still stirs deep Arab resentment. If Britain tried to 
realize the Zionist dream of a Jewish state, what would be the political sta¬ 
tus of Palestine’s Arabic-speaking Christians and Muslims? Did this docu¬ 
ment not contradict the Husayn-McMahon correspondence and other 
statements meant to reassure Arabs who had thrown themselves into the 
revolt against the Turks? 


The Postwar Peace Settlement 

How would these conflicting commitments be reconciled, once the war 
was over? In November 1918 the guns in Europe fell silent. Everyone 
hoped the diplomats would make a lasting peace. During the war, Presi¬ 
dent Woodrow Wilson, the greatest statesman of the day, had proposed a 
set of principles called the Fourteen Points, upon which he wanted the 
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Allies to build the peace once the war was won. He denounced secret 
treaties, urged self-determination for all peoples (specifically including 
those who had been under Ottoman rule), and proposed creating a League 
of Nations to avert future wars. When he came to Europe to represent the 
US at the Paris Peace Conference, Wilson was hailed everywhere as a hero 
and savior. 

But Britain and France, the Allies that had borne the brunt of the fight¬ 
ing and the casualties, were determined to dictate the peace. The defeated 
powers, Germany, Austria-Hungary, and the Ottoman Empire, could not 
attend the peace conference until it was time to sign the treaties. Russia 
(now a communist state that had signed a separate peace with Germany) 
was also excluded. Georges Clemenceau, who headed Frances delegation, 
expressed a popular mood when he demanded that Germany be punished 
and that France receive control over all of geographical Syria. David Lloyd 
George, heading the British delegation, agreed that Germany should be 
punished, but he also sought a formula to bring peace to the Middle East 
without harming the British Empire. The Zionist (or Jewish nationalist) 
movement was ably represented by Chaim Weizmann. The Arabs had 
Faysal, assisted by Lawrence. 


The King-Crane Commission 

No one could reconcile the Middle Eastern claims of the Arabs, the Zion¬ 
ists, the British, and the French, but the conferees did try. Wilson wanted to 
send a commission of inquiry to Syria and Palestine to find out what their 
people wanted. Lloyd George accepted Wilson s idea, until the French said 
that unless the commission also went to Iraq (where Britain's military oc¬ 
cupation was unpopular), they would boycott it. The British then lost in¬ 
terest, so the US team, called the King-Crane Commission, went alone. It 
found that the local people wanted complete independence under Faysal, 
who had already set up a provisional Arab government in Damascus. If 
they had to accept foreign tutelage, they would choose the Americans, who 
had no history of imperialism in the Middle East, or at least the British, 
whose army was already there, but never the French. 

The King-Crane Commission also examined the Zionist claims, which its 
members had initially favored, and concluded that their realization would 
provoke serious Jewish-Arab conflict. Its report proposed to scale back the 
Zionist program, limit Jewish immigration into Palestine, and end any plan 
to turn the country into a Jewish national home. Faysal and his backers 
hoped that the King-Crane Commission would persuade Wilson to favor 
the Arabs. Instead, Wilson was out campaigning for popular support for his 
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League of Nations. He suffered a paralytic stroke before he could read the 
commissioners’ report, which was not even published for several years. 


Allied Arrangements: San Remo and Sevres 

Contrary to Arab hopes, Britain and France agreed to settle their differ¬ 
ences. France gave up its claims to Mosul and Palestine in exchange for a 
free hand in the rest of Syria. As a sop to Wilson’s idealism, the Allies set up 
a mandate system, under which Asian and African lands taken from Turkey 
and Germany were put in a tutelary relationship to a Great Power (called 
the mandatory), which would teach the people how to govern themselves. 
Each mandatory power had to report periodically to a League of Nations 
body called the Permanent Mandates Commission, to prevent any ex¬ 
ploitation. Meeting in San Remo in 1920, British and French representa¬ 
tives agreed to divide the Middle Eastern mandates: Syria (and Lebanon) to 
France, and Iraq and Palestine (including what is now Jordan) to Britain. 
The Hijaz would be independent. The Ottoman government had to accept 
these arrangements when it signed the Treaty of Sevres in August 1920. By 
then the French army had already marched eastward from Beirut, crushed 
the Arabs, and driven Faysal’s provisional government out of Damascus. 
The Arab dream had been shattered. 


The Result: Four Mandates and an Emirate 

What happened then to the Arabs of the Fertile Crescent? The French had 
absolutely no sympathy for Arab nationalism and ruled their Syrian man¬ 
date as if it were a colony. Hoping to weaken the nationalists, the French 
split Syria into smaller units, including what would eventually become 
Lebanon, plus Alexandretta (which would be given to Turkey in 1939), 
states for the Alawis in the north and the Druze in the south, and even 
Aleppo and Damascus as city-states. Lebanon’s separation from Syria lasted 
because it had a Christian majority (as of 1921) that was determined to 
keep its dominant position. The other divisions of Syria soon ended, but 
the Syrians rebelled often against French rule, which in the 1920s and 1930s 
seemed likely to last (see Map 13.2). 

The British were inconsistent backers of Arab nationalism, working 
with the Hashimite family. Husayn still ruled in the Hijaz, but the prestige 
he had gained from the Arab Revolt made him a troublesome ally for the 
British. He refused to sign the Versailles and Sevres treaties, proclaimed 
himself “king of the Arabs,” and later claimed to be the caliph of Islam. 
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MAP 13.2 The Middle Eastern mandates, 1922 


These actions so offended the British that, as the Saud family rose to 
power in eastern Arabia (see Chapter 14), they did nothing to stop the 
Saudis from marching into the Hijaz and toppling his regime in 1924. As 
for Iraq, British control led to a general Arab insurrection in 1920. Need¬ 
ing a strong man to pacify the Iraqis, the British brought in Faysal, who 
was approved in a rigged plebiscite as their king. Soon peace was restored. 
The British cooperated with Faysal’s government and the local tribal 
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shaykhs to speed Iraq toward independence. Ironically, Iraq, once among 
the poorest areas of the Ottoman Empire, became in 1932 the first state to 
graduate from its mandate status. 

What would become of Abdallah, who had planned to rule in Baghdad? 
After Faysal was ousted from Damascus in 1920, Abdallah gathered about 
500 tribal Arabs, occupied Amman, and threatened to raid the French in 
Syria. Although he could not have expelled them, the British wanted to 
keep him quiet. Colonial Secretary Winston Churchill met Abdallah in 
Jerusalem and persuaded him to accept—temporarily—the part of Pales¬ 
tine that lay east of the Jordan River, until the French should leave Syria. 
This provisional deal was opposed by the Zionists, who wanted all of 
Palestine as defined by the 1920 peace treaties to be open to Jewish settle¬ 
ment and eventual statehood. France feared that Abdallah's new principal¬ 
ity would become a staging area for Hashimite raids on Syria. No one 
expected this Emirate of Transjordan to last long, but it did. While the 
western part of the Palestine mandate seethed with Jewish-Arab strife, 
Transjordan became an oasis of tranquil politics and economic develop¬ 
ment. The sad story of Britain's mandate in the rest of Palestine must be 
saved for Chapter 16. 


Conclusion and Summary 

The Arabs had been roused from centuries of political lethargy, first by 
American teachers and missionaries, then by the revolution of the Young 
Turks, and finally by the blandishments of Britain and France during 
World War I. They recalled their ancient greatness and longed to recover 
it. From the West they learned about rights and freedoms, democratic gov¬ 
ernments, and national self-determination. Led by descendants of the 
Prophet Muhammad, a few Arabs had dared to rebel against the greatest 
Muslim state left in the world, the Ottoman Empire. In its place they 
hoped to set up one or more states that would have the same sovereign 
rights as all other independent countries. They helped the British and 
French defeat the Ottoman Turks in World War I, but later on the Allies 
failed to keep the pledges they had made to the Arabs. In the lands of the 
Fertile Crescent, where Arabs were clearly in the majority, where they 
hoped to form independent states, where some day the Arab nation might 
revive its former power and glory, the victorious Allies set up mandates 
that were mere colonies in disguise. Even if Britain and France governed 
their mandates well, promoting education and economic development, 
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the Arabs wanted to rule themselves. Instead of coming together, the 
Arabs found themselves being pulled farther apart. One area, Palestine, 
was even declared to be the Jewish national home, leaving in doubt the fu¬ 
ture of its Arab inhabitants. These were the roots of Arab bitterness, put 
down almost a century ago. In the chapters to come, we shall see how this 
Arab anger bore bitter fruit. 




FOURTEEN 


Modernizing Rulers in the 
Independent States 


In the last four chapters we have written about Middle Eastern peoples and 
countries that fell under European control. Actually, there was no area, ex¬ 
cept for the inaccessible deserts of Arabia and the highest mountains of 
Anatolia and Persia, that did not feel the impact of the West by 1914. As 
you have seen, Egypt and the Fertile Crescent came under Western rule, 
direct or indirect, before or during World War I. Even the regions that 
escaped—Anatolia, central Persia, and most of Arabia—were being eyed as 
potential colonies. The Allied secret agreements during the war would have 
awarded Istanbul and the Straits to czarist Russia and parts of western and 
southern Anatolia to Italy and France. Meanwhile, British agents were con¬ 
tacting the tribes of Arabia and Persia. Treaties were drafted that would 
have made their lands virtual British protectorates, as indeed Kuwait, 
Bahrain, the Trucial States (now called the United Arab Emirates), and 
Oman had become by 1914. Aden remained a settlement of the Indian gov¬ 
ernment and formally became a crown colony in 1937. In 1917 the Bolshe¬ 
vik Revolution pulled Russia out of the war and out of the contest for 
influence over its Middle Eastern neighbors, at least for a while. Once the 
Ottoman Empire and Germany surrendered in 1918, there seemed to be 
no one left to stem the spread of Western—especially British—power 
throughout the whole Middle East. 

But the tide did turn. At least three areas of the Middle East did manage to 
salvage their independence after the war. The Turks in Anatolia drove off the 
Western invaders, terminated the moribund Ottoman Empire, and set up 
the Republic of Turkey. A group of soldiers and civilian nationalists blocked 
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British and Bolshevik attempts to take over Persia, reorganized the country, 
and then replaced the weak Qajar shah with a strong ruler. In a remote part 
of east-central Arabia called Najd, a young man from an old ruling family 
combined a Muslim reform movement with a tribal warrior confederation 
to unite most of the peninsula as the kingdom of Saudi Arabia. 

Because most of the Middle East maps we see on television and in class¬ 
rooms show political borders, we tend to think of “Turkey,” “Iran,” and 
“Saudi Arabia” as entities that have always existed. In reality, Turkey and 
Saudi Arabia got their present names and boundaries only between the 
world wars. Iran (as Persia came to be called in 1935), although its modern 
borders differ little from those of the 1890s, is a far cry from the Persia that 
was divided in 1907 into Russian and British spheres of influence. In each 
of these states, these changes resulted from the inspiration, ingenuity, and 
industry of a military commander who became a political leader: Mustafa 
Kemal Ataturk in Turkey, Reza Shah Pahlavi in Iran, and Abd al-Aziz ibn 
Abd al-Rahman (Ibn Sa’ud) in Saudi Arabia. 


Turkey: Phoenix from the Ashes 

When the Ottoman naval minister signed the Mudros Armistice in Octo¬ 
ber 1918, ending his country’s active role in World War I, the empire was 
nearly prostrate. Its armed forces had suffered some 325,000 deaths (more 
than the total number of US casualties), 400,000 wounded, and 250,000 
imprisoned or missing in action. High government spending had led to 
crushing taxes, deficit financing, and a severe price inflation that ruined 
many families. 

Turkey’s commerce, finance, and administration had already been dis¬ 
rupted by a fateful government policy: the deportation of the Armenians. 
Although they were Christians, most of these industrious people were 
loyal Ottoman subjects. Some had served in the army or the civil adminis¬ 
tration before the war. Others had made their mark in medicine, teaching, 
business, or skilled trades such as goldsmithing and photography. Only a 
few Armenians wanted a separate nation-state, for there was no Ottoman 
province in which they could have formed the majority of the population. 
But because some had earlier turned nationalist and rebelled against Sul¬ 
tan Abdulhamid, many Turks suspected them of treason. Once World War 
I broke out, the Ottoman government, abetted by its German advisers and 
fearing the Armenians as a potential fifth column, decided to clear them 
out of areas in eastern Anatolia near their coreligionists in enemy Russia. 
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Many Armenians resisted deportation from their ancestral farms and pas¬ 
tures, villages and towns, so the Ottoman army allowed local Turkish and 
Kurdish brigands to loot and kill them. Only the hardiest and luckiest es¬ 
caped. Even Armenians in southwestern Anatolia and Constantinople, far 
from Russia, were uprooted. About a million Armenians died. The sur¬ 
vivors, having lost all that they had, were bitter and vengeful. Those living 
east of the lands under Turkish control formed an independent Republic 
of Armenia in 1918. Some hoped to enlarge this state and put it under a 
US mandate. The American public was strongly pro-Armenian and anti- 
Turkish at the time, but later the US government refused any direct re¬ 
sponsibility for rehabilitating what we now call eastern Turkey. Part of 
Armenia was absorbed by Turkey in 1920; the rest became a Soviet repub¬ 
lic. The Armenians, generally pro-Turkish up to World War I, became 
Turkey’s most implacable foes. 

Turkey had other problems. Massive conscription and prolonged fight¬ 
ing had deprived many areas of the country of their young men. Farms 
and villages fell into neglect, and weeds choked once-fertile fields. Whole 
forests had been cut down to fuel the trains and run the factories when 
coal grew scarce. Demoralized by defeats, disease, arrears in pay, and poor 
food, many of the soldiers deserted their units and roamed the country¬ 
side as armed brigands. British Empire troops, aided by the Arab Revolt, 
had driven the Ottomans from the Fertile Crescent. Meanwhile, in the last 
year of the war, the Young Turk triumvirs, Enver, Talat, and Jemal, sent 
troops deep into the Caucasus. They hoped to build a new Turanian em¬ 
pire among the Muslims of what had been czarist Russia, now torn by civil 
war between the Whites (anticommunists) and the Reds (Bolsheviks). 
One of the ironies of World War I is that Germany and the Ottoman Em¬ 
pire surrendered while some of their troops still occupied foreign lands. 


Challenges to the Nationalists 

The Mudros Armistice terminated the Young Turk regime; Enver, Talat, 
and Jemal fled from Istanbul on a German warship just before the British 
and the French occupied the Straits. So anxious was the Ottoman sultan to 
keep his power that he aligned himself totally with the Western powers 
and was ready to do whatever they demanded. Soon his brother-in-law, 
Damad Ferid, took over the government, started dismantling the Ottoman 
army, and tried to pacify the country. French troops entered the area of 
southern Anatolia known as Cilicia (authorized by the Sykes-Picot Agree¬ 
ment), while the Italians laid claim to Antalya, in the southwest. Although 
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the Bolsheviks renounced claims made on Istanbul and the Straits by previ¬ 
ous Russian governments, Britain and France now occupied these areas on 
the pretext of aiding the White Russians against the communists. The win¬ 
ter of 1918-1919 was a nightmare for Istanbul’s Turks. Influenza was rife, 
coal and wood were scarce, youth gangs roamed the darkened streets and 
robbed shopkeepers and passersby, food prices skyrocketed, and the Greek 
inhabitants flew their national flag openly. They even gave the French com¬ 
mander a white horse, on which he triumphantly entered the city, just as 
Mehmet the Conqueror had done in 1453. 

By the time the Allies opened their postwar conference in Paris, they 
were prepared to divide Thrace and Anatolia—as well as the Arab lands 
discussed in Chapter 13—into spheres of influence. Some proposed a US 
mandate over Anatolia as well as Armenia. The Turks, tired from wars that 
had taken their young men and drained their treasury since the Libyan War 
of 1911, might have accepted foreign tutelage and military occupation, but 
for an unforeseen challenge. Eleutherios Venizelos, the Greek prime minis¬ 
ter, argued before the Paris Peace Conference that the west Anatolian city of 
Smyrna (now Izmir) should be awarded to Greece. Greek nationalists in 
Athens spoke of a reconstituted Byzantine Empire that would include 
Istanbul, Thrace, and western Anatolia, areas in which many Greek Chris¬ 
tians still lived under Ottoman rule. Egged on by the Allies, especially Lloyd 
George, Venizelos acted to realize these ambitions. On 15 May 1919 some 
25,000 Greek troops landed at Smyrna, welcomed by its mainly Greek and 
foreign inhabitants. No resistance came from the Ottoman government, 
which was trying to pacify a country that was close to anarchy. Yet this 
landing of the Greeks, long the most rebellious subjects of the Ottoman 
Empire, was the spark that ignited Turkish nationalism in Anatolia. Four 
days later another landing, equally fateful for Turkish history, occurred at 
the Black Sea port of Samsun. 


Mustafa Kemal Ataturk 

Commanding the force that landed at Samsun was Mustafa Kemal, a gen¬ 
eral who had been sent by the sultan’s government to disarm the people 
and restore order to eastern Anatolia’s turbulent provinces. Mustafa Kemal, 
later surnamed Ataturk, had already won fame for his military exploits in 
World War I. He had commanded the Turks’ successful Dardanelles defense 
against the Western Allies in 1915. The following year his troops drove back 
the Russians in the east. He also directed the Turks’ orderly retreat from 
Syria in 1918, gaining the respect of his British adversaries. His frank hos- 
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tility toward the Young Turks had kept him from getting the positions or 
the power that he deserved. His ambitions thwarted by the CUP and the 
sultans clique, Kemal had personal as well as patriotic reasons to oppose 
Istanbul's subservience to the Allies. 

A myth has grown up that Kemal alone gave life to Turkish nationalism 
in May 1919. In reality, many groups in Thrace and Anatolia resisted the 
Greeks, the Armenians, their foreign backers, and the hapless Ottoman 
government. The driving spirit was Muslim as much as Turkish; ulama and 
Sufi leaders commanded great respect in the countryside. What Kemal did 
was to energize these “defense of rights associations” by publicly resigning 
from the Ottoman army and convoking a national congress in the central 
Anatolian town of Sivas. But leaders of the Eastern Provinces Society for 
the Defense of National Rights had already called a congress at Erzurum. 
Invited to the Erzurum conference, Kemal was elected its chairman. It was 
here that the Turks first drew up their National Pact, calling for the preser¬ 
vation of Turkey's existing borders (the Ottoman Empire minus the Arab 
lands lost in the war), opposition to any future changes in those borders, 
formation of an elected government, and denial of special privileges to 
non-Turkish minorities. This set the stage for the September 1919 Sivas 
Congress, which rejected any foreign mandate over Turkey and demanded 
that the weak Ottoman government be replaced by an elected one willing 
to uphold Turkish interests. 

Such was the general mood that the grand vizier did resign—pushed by a 
nationwide telegraph operators' strike (Turkey's westernizing reforms had 
given the country an extensive communications network). A coalition cab¬ 
inet including several of Kemal's men took over. New parliamentary elec¬ 
tions gave the Turkish nationalists a whopping majority, but the popular 
government did not last. In ratifying the National Pact, the Turkish 
deputies antagonized the Allies, who formally occupied Istanbul and forced 
the coalition ministry to resign. Damad Ferid resumed power, and the 
shaykh al-Islam (as appointed head of the Muslim community) branded 
the nationalists as rebels against the sultan. Parliament was dissolved, 
and many of its deputies escaped to Ankara, safely beyond the range of Al¬ 
lied gunboats and occupation forces. There, in central Anatolia, Kemal 
convoked what he called the Grand National Assembly in April 1920. 

The Kemalist movement now found itself at war with the Ottoman gov¬ 
ernment in Istanbul, the (British-backed) Greek invaders around Smyrna, 
the Republic of Armenia in the east, the French in the south, and the 
British on the Straits. Poorly armed and half-starved Turkish irregulars had 
to fight against the well-supplied forces of the Allies and their Christian 
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proteges. Underestimating the will of Kemals nationalist following, the Al¬ 
lies in August 1920 forced the Ottoman government to sign the Treaty of 
Sevres. This pact would later become its death warrant. 

Among its terms, the Sevres Treaty provided that (1) the Straits would be 
managed by a permanent Allied commission; (2) Istanbul could be re¬ 
moved from Turkish administration if it infringed on minority rights; (3) 
eastern Anatolia would belong to an independent Armenia and possibly an 
autonomous Kurdistan; (4) Greece would have Smyrna and also Thrace; 
(5) Italy and France would each get parts of southwestern Anatolia; (6) the 
Arab lands would be divided into British and French mandates (as de¬ 
scribed in Chapter 13); and (7) the Capitulations, abolished by the Turks in 
September 1914, would be restored and extended. Turkish nationalists re¬ 
sented the whole treaty, but even this humiliation did not satisfy Venizelos. 
Encouraged by Lloyd George, the Greek forces pushed eastward, taking 
Turkish lands never awarded to the Greeks at Sevres. 

What saved Turkey was the aid it got from Soviet Russia. Both countries 
were embroiled in civil war and in fending off foreign attackers. Together, 
they wiped out the infant Republic of Armenia in late 1920. With no more 
challenge from the east, KemaFs forces managed to slow the Greek advance 
early in 1921. It gradually became clear that some Western countries would 
not back the Greeks either, once they claimed lands beyond what the S&vres 
Treaty had given them. France settled with the Kemalists after they had 
fought the Greeks to a standstill in a bitter battle close to Ankara in August 
and September 1921. Both France and Italy renounced their territorial 
claims in Anatolia. Only Britain continued to occupy the Straits, control 
the sultan, and cheer on the Greeks. In the summer of 1922, the Turks 
launched a fierce offensive that drove the Greek armies completely out of 
Anatolia. Then, at last, the British government decided to cut its losses by 
calling for another Allied conference to negotiate a new peace treaty with 
Turkey. The Ottoman sultan, deprived of foreign support, fled from Istan¬ 
bul, whereupon the Grand National Assembly in Ankara abolished the sul¬ 
tanate altogether. On 29 October 1923 Turkey became the first republic in 
the modern Middle East. 

The Turkish nationalists may have shown the world that they could wear 
down their opponents militarily, but the British still had to learn that they 
could also withstand political pressure. The British expected that the new 
peace conference, to be held in Lausanne, would be quick, letting them 
keep by diplomacy part of what their proteges had lost by war. General 
Ismet, chosen by Kemal to represent Turkey, stood firm and wore down his 
British counterpart, Lord Curzon, by feigning deafness and delaying the 
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talks to get instructions from his government. When the Lausanne peace¬ 
makers finished replacing the Treaty of Sevres, the Turks had freed their 
country of the hated Capitulations, all forms of foreign occupation, and 
any threat of an Armenian state or an autonomous Kurdistan. Most Greek 
Orthodox Christians living in Anatolia were deported to Greece as part of a 
population exchange that sent many Muslims from Bulgaria and Greek- 
ruled parts of Macedonia to a Turkey they had never known. The only set¬ 
backs for Turkey in the Lausanne Treaty were an international commission 
to supervise shipping through the Straits (which were demilitarized) and 
the failure to obtain Mosul (which the League of Nations would later award 
to Iraq). 

Thanks to the 1923 Lausanne Conference, Turkey became the only coun¬ 
try defeated in World War I that could negotiate its own peace terms. Except 
for the 1936 Montreux Convention, which gave Turkey the right to fortify 
the Straits, and the annexation of Alexandretta in 1939, the Lausanne Treaty 
is still the basis of Turkey s place among the nations of the world. By con¬ 
trast, the Versailles Treaty and all other postwar peace arrangements have 
long since been scrapped. Well might the Arabs, who had rebelled against 
the Turks to back the World War I victors, envy their erstwhile masters who 
had tied their fate to that of the vanquished! 


KemaVs Domestic Reforms 

Mustafa Kemal devoted the last fifteen years of his life to changing Turkey 
from the bastion of Islam into a secular nation-state. Islam, the lifestyle and 
basis of government for the Turks since their conversion a thousand years 
earlier, was now to be replaced by Western ways of behavior, administra¬ 
tion, and justice. If persuasion failed, then the changes would be imposed 
by force. Twice opposition parties arose within the Grand National Assem¬ 
bly, but in both cases Kemal suppressed them. A Kurdish uprising in 1925 
was severely suppressed, and an attempt on KemaFs life led to the public 
hanging of most of his political opponents. As president of the republic, 
Kemal was authoritarian; yet he also detested fascism, opposed Marxist 
communism (although he accepted Soviet aid and was the first Middle 
Eastern leader to adopt state economic planning), and allowed free debate 
in the elected assembly. Kemal admired democracy in theory, but he ruled 
as a stern father and teacher to his people, who he felt were not yet ready to 
govern themselves. 

Was Kemal a Muslim? He certainly flouted the Shari’a in his card play¬ 
ing, drinking, and sexual escapades. Yet he also relied on Islamic symbols 
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and joined with Muslim leaders to defend Turkey against the Greeks. Even 
if he displayed some of the attitudes and practices of his Muslim fore¬ 
bears, though, he was determined to destroy Islam’s power to block Tur¬ 
key’s modernization. He let a member of the Ottoman family retain the 
caliphate briefly, but abolished the position in 1924. Angry protests from 
Muslims in Egypt and India could not save the caliphate, and the Turks 
themselves were indifferent. After all, the caliphs had been powerless for a 
thousand years. 

From 1924 on, the Grand National Assembly passed laws closing the 
Sufi orders and madrasas , abolishing the waqfs and the position of shaykh 
al-Islam, and replacing the Shari’a, even in the hitherto untouchable 
realm of family law, with a modified version of the Swiss Civil Code. 
Women, assured of equal rights with men in marriage, divorce, and prop¬ 
erty inheritance, also started to enter the higher schools and professions, 
as well as shops, offices, and factories. Given the vote for the first time in 
1934, Turkish women elected seventeen of their sex to the Assembly the 
next year. The veil, which had begun to disappear in Istanbul and Smyrna 
before and during the war, was discarded (with Kemal’s encouragement) 
during the 1920s. 

Of great symbolic importance was a law forbidding Turkish men to 
wear the fez or any other brimless headgear. Muslim males had always 
worn turbans, skullcaps, kufiyas , or other head coverings that would not 
hinder prostrations during formal worship. In common speech, “putting 
on a hat” meant apostasy from Islam. But Kemal, addressing a crowd in 
one of Anatolia’s most conservative towns, wore a panama hat, mocked 
the traditional clothing of Turkish men and women, and announced that 
henceforth all males would have to wear the costume of “civilized” peo¬ 
ples, including the hat. It is ironic that Turkish men fought harder to go on 
wearing the fez, imposed by Sultan Mahmud a mere century earlier, than 
to save the caliphate, started by Abu-Bakr in 632! What people wear often 
reflects how they live, the way they think, and what they value most highly. 
Soon, Turkish men and women dressed pretty much like Europeans. 

Turkey faced west in other ways. The Ottoman financial calendar was re¬ 
placed by the Gregorian one, and clocks were set to European time, a 
change from the Muslim system by which the date changed at sunset. Met¬ 
ric weights and measures replaced the customary Turkish ones, and the 
adoption of a formal day of rest (initially Friday, later Sunday) showed how 
Western the country had become. The call to worship and even Quran 
recitations were given in Turkish instead of Arabic. In 1928 the Turkish 
constitution’s reference to Islam as the state religion was expunged. 
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Turkish culture experienced an even more drastic change at this time. 
Kemal announced that the Turkish language, hitherto written in an Arabic 
script ill suited to its sounds and syntax, would thenceforth use a modified 
Roman alphabet. Within three months all books, newspapers, street signs, 
school papers, and public documents had to be written in the new letters. 
Only a tenth of the people had been literate under the old system; now it 
was their national duty to learn the new one and teach it to their children, 
their neighbors, even to porters and boatmen (to use Kemal s own expres¬ 
sion). The new alphabet, which was easier to learn and more phonetic, 
speeded up the education of the Turks. The number of school pupils dou¬ 
bled between 1923 and 1938. The literacy rate would reach 86.5 percent in 
2004. It was now easier for Turks to learn English, French, or other Western 
languages but harder to study Arabic or Persian, or even to read classics of 
Ottoman Turkish prose and poetry. The new Turkish Language Academy 
began replacing Arabic and Persian loanwords with neologisms based on 
Turkish roots. As in other Middle Eastern countries, English and French 
words entered the language, producing such new terms as dizel (diesel), 
frak (frock coat), gol (goal, as in soccer), gazoz (soda, from the French 
limonade gaseuse), kuvafur (coiffeur), kovboy (cowboy), and taksi (taxi). 

Another westernizing step was the law passed by the Grand National As¬ 
sembly requiring all Turks to take family names. As society became more 
mobile and the need grew for accurate record keeping, the customary use 
of a person’s given name—sometimes but not always combined with a 
patronymic (“Mehmet son of Ali”), military title, physical features, occu¬ 
pation, or place of origin—caused widespread confusion. Under the new 
law, Ismet, Kemal’s representative at Lausanne, took the surname Inonu, 
the site of two of his victories over the Greeks. Mustafa Kemal became 
Ataturk (Father Turk). Old titles, such as pasha, bey, and efendi, were 
dropped. Kemal Ataturk even gave up the title of ghazi used by Ottoman 
sultans and given to him by a grateful Assembly following his victory over 
the Greeks. Henceforth men had to prefix their names with Bay, compara¬ 
ble to Mr. Women were to use Bay an in place of the traditional hanum. 
But old practices die hard, and it was years before the Istanbul telephone 
directory came to be alphabetized by the new family names. 

You would expect that Ataturk would have stressed economic develop¬ 
ment as part of his comprehensive westernization program. Actually, he 
seems to have been less interested in economics than Mehmet Ali and 
some of his successors in Egypt. But Turkey did move toward industrial¬ 
ization, as factories sprang up in the large cities and around the coal¬ 
mining region near where the Black Sea meets the Bosporus. Kemal was 
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among Asia’s first noncommunist leaders to call for state ownership and 
control of the primary means of production. Hoping to speed up modern¬ 
ization, he brought in Soviet economists to draft Turkey’s first five-year 
plan. During the 1930s, the Turkish government set up a textile spinning 
and weaving complex, a steel mill, and various factories for producing ce¬ 
ment, glass, and paper. Agrarian reform limped along in this land of 
50,000 villages, some linked by just a donkey path to the rest of the world; 
but agricultural training institutes, extension agents, rural health and 
adult education centers, and model farms did lead to some improvement. 

Ataturk summed up his program in six principles, which were later incor¬ 
porated into the Turkish constitution. Often called the “six arrows,” from the 
symbol of Ataturk’s Republican People’s Party (RPP), they are republican¬ 
ism, nationalism, populism, statism, secularism, and reformism. Republi¬ 
canism entails the selection of a leader from the citizenry, in contrast to the 
hereditary system of the Ottoman Empire and other dynastic states. Nation¬ 
alism calls on the Turks to devote themselves to the needs of the Turkish 
nation, rejecting special ties to other Muslims or to foreign ideologies. Pop¬ 
ulism means that the government belongs to the Turkish people, working 
together for the common good, without distinction of rank, class, or sex. 
Statism is state capitalism: The government must direct and take part in the 
country’s economic development. Secularism amounts to the removal of 
religious controls over Turkey’s politics, society, and culture. Reformism 
(originally called revolutionism) refers to the ongoing commitment of the 
Turkish people and government to rapid but peaceful modernization. 

Kemal Ataturk was a westernizing reformer, but above all he was a Turk¬ 
ish nationalist. The linguistic reforms simplified Turkish, bringing the writ¬ 
ten language closer to what the Turkish people spoke. Moving the capital 
from Istanbul to Ankara represented the rejection of the cosmopolitan 
Byzantine and Ottoman past in favor of an Anatolian Turkish future. The 
study of history now stressed the Turks, from their misty origins on the Asi¬ 
atic steppes up to their triumph over the Greeks, instead of the Islamic 
caliphate rooted in the Arabic and Persian cultures. Even westernization was 
defended in terms of Turkish nationalism: Cultural borrowing was accept¬ 
able, considering how much Western civilization owed to the Turks. Accord¬ 
ing to the “sun language theory,” a once popular idea that has since been 
discredited, all languages could be traced back to Turkish, whose word for 
sun was the sound uttered in awe by the first articulate cave dweller. If the 
Turks had created the first language, anything they now took from other 
cultures was only a fair exchange. In addition, the schools, armed forces, rail 
and motor roads, newspapers, and radio broadcasting all reinforced the 
Turkish sense of nationhood. 
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Mustafa Kemal Ataturk 


M ustafa Kemal (1881-1938) was born into a middle-class family in the 
Ottoman city of Salonika (now the Greek city of Thessalonki). As a boy, 
Mustafa was educated first in a traditional Muslim madrasa and then trans¬ 
ferred to a European-style school. When he was twelve, he entered a military 
high school, where a teacher gave him the nickname Kemal (meaning perfec¬ 
tion) in recognition of his superior work. The name stuck, and he was there¬ 
after known as Mustafa Kemal. 

By 1905 Mustafa Kemal had graduated from the war academy in Istanbul 
with the rank of captain and was posted to Damascus. Already disenchanted 
with the Ottoman government, he started a clandestine society called “Home¬ 
land and Freedom .” In 1908 he participated in the Young Turk revolution that 
seized power from the sultan. 

Mustafa Kemal then served as a field officer in a number of campaigns, in¬ 
cluding actions in Albania and Libya. When World War I broke out, his highly 
regarded military experience led to his being assigned the prestigious com¬ 
mand of the forces resisting the British assault on the Dardanelles. This action 
made him a war hero among the Turks, and the next year, at the age of thirty- 
five, he was promoted to general. As the Turkish forces suffered a series of de¬ 
feats, Kemal kept their Syrian retreat from turning into a rout. Thus he came 
out of the war with his reputation intact. 

The victorious Allies soon found cooperative elements within the Ottoman 
elite, but Kemal refused to acquiesce to an occupation force that would only 
serve their own interests. Once again he rallied Turkish forces to resist invad¬ 
ing foes. Though many joined the cause, Kemal proved charismatic enough to 
lead the resistance. He took full advantage of the situation, and when in 1923 
Turkey freed itself of Allied occupation, Kemal was declared the leader of his 
country. For the next fifteen years he utterly transformed the country by fol¬ 
lowing nationalist, reformist, and secular principles. As a testament to his 
achievements, Turkey’s Grand National Assembly bestowed on Kemal the 
honorary title of Ataturk, “Father of the Turks.” 

Kemal was convinced that to remain independent of foreign control, Turkey 
had to westernize. The defeat suffered in World War I discredited the old Otto¬ 
man regime based on Islamic traditions and laws, and this opened the door to 
the adoption of a program of westernizing reforms led by Kemal. These re¬ 
forms dramatically affected all aspects of Turkish life, from clothing styles and 
written language to gender relations and law codes. Although most Turks ac¬ 
quiesced, some embraced the changes more enthusiastically than others. West¬ 
ernization took root most securely in Turkey’s urban regions and less deeply in 
the rural villages. When Kemal Ataturk died in 1938, the country’s Western ori¬ 
entation seemed assured. Today, however, after decades of westernization, there 
remain many who disagree with Kemal’s path to Turkish national salvation. 
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The Legacy of Kemalism 

The greatest tribute paid by the Turkish nation to Kemal since his death in 
November 1938 is its continuation of the Kemalist program. To be sure, 
some of the more extreme reforms have been moderated: The Quran and 
the call to worship may now be chanted in Arabic, the Sufi orders have 
been allowed to resume their activities, and many Turks flock to the 
mosques on Fridays. But industrial and agricultural growth has moved 
ahead even faster than during Kemal’s lifetime. To many Turks, their 
country is European, not Middle Eastern. Turkey has joined the North At¬ 
lantic Treaty Organization, the Organization for Economic Cooperation 
and Development, and the Council of Europe. It hopes to become a full 
member of the European Union, having revised its taxes and tariff duties, 
improved its human rights policies with regard to its Kurdish citizens, and 
made serious efforts to negotiate a settlement with Greek-ruled Cyprus. 
Many Turks have worked in Europe, and those who have returned have 
pressed for strong Western ties. 

Although Turkey stayed out of World War II, it has since then built up 
its military might under US tutelage and acquitted itself well in the war 
against the communists in Korea. Because of communal strife between the 
Greeks and Turks living in Cyprus, Turkey’s armed forces intervened there 
in 1974; from that time on, the Turks have controlled the northern third of 
the island. Military experts rate Turkey’s armed power second only to that 
of Israel among the countries of the Middle East. 

Ataturk’s methods and achievements were impressive, but let us put 
them into broader perspective. Keep in mind that his program was a link 
in the chain of westernizing reforms from Selim’s Nizam-i-jedid to Mah¬ 
mud II, the Tanzimat era, Abdulhamid, the Young Turks, and Ziya Gokalp. 
His ambivalent position between dictatorship and democracy may remind 
you of Turkey’s brief attempts at constitutional government in 1877 and 
1908, or of its ongoing search for a political system that is both popular 
and orderly. After Ataturk’s death, Turkey evolved toward a two-party sys¬ 
tem, as the new Demokrat Party rose to challenge the Kemalist Republican 
People’s Party (RPP). After a free election in 1950, the Demokrats took 
power peacefully, a rare occurrence in a Middle Eastern country. Basing its 
power on the support of entrepreneurs, peasants, and pious Muslims, the 
Demokrat Party grew so strong that it alarmed the army officers, who 
overthrew the government in 1960. Under the army’s watchful eye, civilian 
politicians in 1961 drew up a constitution for what would be called the 
Second Turkish Republic. They also outlawed the Demokrat Party and 
hanged its leader. Yet the social forces that had made them popular soon 
created a new challenge for the Kemalists in the army and the RPP. This 
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challenge took the form of the Justice Party, which won enough votes in 
the first election to enter into a coalition with the RPP and later was able 
to gain complete control of the government. The army intervened in 1971 
to check what it deemed the excesses of the Justice Party. The RPP made a 
comeback, but small Marxist and neo-Muslim parties also grew up during 
the 1970s. Soon every Turkish cabinet was a coalition of several diverse 
parties, making government impossible. In 1980, after recurrent clashes 
between left-wing and right-wing extremists killed hundreds of Turks, the 
army again took control of the government. General Kenan Evren banned 
all political parties, detained their leaders, and set up a caretaker cabinet. 

For the next three years, it looked as if the Turks had traded their liberties 
for security. The caretaker cabinet convoked a consultative assembly that 
drew up a constitution giving vast powers to the president and curtailing 
the rights of academics, labor unions, journalists, and anyone who had 
been active in party politics before 1980. Nevertheless, a nationwide refer¬ 
endum approved the new document in 1982 and general elections were 
held in 1983. Turgut Ozal, who as deputy prime minister for economic af¬ 
fairs had taken heroic measures to stop inflation, led the new Motherland 
Party to an electoral victory, becoming Turkey’s first prime minister under 
its new constitution. Pressed by the Western European governments, 
Turkey hesitantly lifted its ban on political freedoms, and the Ozal admin¬ 
istration helped the country achieve greater political stability and eco¬ 
nomic growth. Ozal himself moved from being prime minister to president 
in 1989, just as new economic problems beset the country, and died in 
1993, to be replaced by Suleyman Demirel. Tansu Ciller became Turkey’s 
first woman prime minister in the same year. 

The resurgence of Islam (discussed in Chapter 19) has not spared Tur¬ 
key. An Islamist group, the Welfare Party, won a slight plurality in the 1995 
election and briefly headed the government (until the army intervened to 
remove its prime minister and bring back the secularists). An Islamist gov¬ 
ernment was elected again in 2002, and the country remains divided on 
religious issues. Ataturk’s westernizing reforms split the mind of Turkey be¬ 
tween acceptance of secular values and a desire to restore Muslim princi¬ 
ples and institutions. 


From Persia to Iran 


Persia is unique among the countries or culture areas we have studied so 
far. Deserts and mountains give the land distinct boundaries, yet it has 
been invaded many times. Usually it has absorbed its invaders, but the 
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absorption process has led to a mosaic of tribal nomads and sedentary 
peasants with distinctive folkways. Persian is the national language, but 
many of the people speak variants of Turkish, Kurdish, or Arabic. Its reli¬ 
gion is Islam, but Persians adhere to its Twelve-Imam Shi’i branch. More 
often than not in its history, Persia has been a distinct political entity, but 
historians commonly describe it by the name of its ruling family during 
the time in question—and Persia’s dynasties have been numerous indeed. 


Historical Recapitulation 

You may recall that Persia’s ruling family from the late eighteenth century 
was the Qajar dynasty. It was under the Qajars that the country shrank to its 
currently recognized borders, losing to Russia the Caucasus Mountains and 
parts of Central Asia and renouncing all claims to Afghanistan and what is 
now Pakistan. Tehran, a village near the Elburz Mountains, became Persia’s 
capital under the Qajars, as it has remained ever since. Most Persians take 
no pride in the Qajar dynasty. Its westernization lagged behind that of the 
Ottoman Empire, and its resistance to Russian expansion was feeble. It in¬ 
vited commercial penetration and exploitation by British and other foreign 
merchants. Its subjects, led by their ulama (whom they call mollahs) and 
bazaar merchants, resisted political and economic subjection to these out¬ 
siders. This resistance was called Muslim fanaticism (by nineteenth-century 
imperialists) or Persian nationalism (by twentieth-century writers); no 
doubt political and religious feelings were mixed together. One result was 
the 1906 constitution, which set up a representative assembly, the Majlis, to 
limit the shah’s power. 

Constitutionalism alone could not build a great nation. Unable to weld 
the diverse military units into one army, hamstrung by strong and lawless 
tribes, lacking the power to collect the taxes to pay for its expenses, Qajar 
rule was weak. Besides, Britain and Russia agreed in 1907 to set up spheres 
of influence in Persia. Russian troops occupied the northern third of the 
country before and during World War I. Several armies vied to control the 
British-held parts of the south, protecting the new wells, pipelines, and re¬ 
finery of the Anglo-Persian Oil Company. During the war, a German 
colonel formed a rebel army in lands just north of the Persian Gulf. Else¬ 
where in central Persia, German agents incited acts of murder and sabotage 
against British and Russian consuls and merchants. The 1917 Bolshevik 
Revolution briefly reduced Russian pressure on Persia, as the new commu¬ 
nist regime gave up all the czarist claims. Germany’s defeat in 1918 left 
Britain as the sole foreign contender for control. 
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The Apogee of British Power 

In 1919 Britain seemed ready to absorb Persia as it had most of the Arab 
lands. British imperial troops occupied Iraq; guarded most of the Arab sul¬ 
tanates, emirates, and shaykhdoms along the Persian Gulf; invaded the Cau¬ 
casus republics that were formed as the Turks pulled out; and aided White 
Russian forces against the Bolsheviks. Britain offered the Qajars a treaty that 
would have turned Persia into a veiled protectorate, rather like Egypt under 
its last khedives. But popular opposition to the proposed treaty was so fierce 
that the Majlis never ratified it, and it became a dead letter. 

As we have shown elsewhere, 1919-1920 marked the high tide of British 
power in the Muslim world. The Kemalist revolt in Turkey, nationalist up¬ 
risings in Egypt and Iraq, Arab riots in Palestine, Britain’s reluctance to 
defend the Caucasian republics (Azerbaijan, Armenia, and Georgia), its half¬ 
hearted attempt to oppose Soviet influence in Afghanistan, and the failure 
of Allied efforts to crush the Bolsheviks elsewhere, all taken together, 
marked a turning point in British policy. The public was clamoring to bring 
the troops home. Parliament would not commit funds to a long occupation. 
London had, therefore, to cut back its presence in the Middle East. 

But Persia’s territorial integrity was still threatened. Separatist revolts 
broke out in 1920 in the northern provinces of Gilan and Azerbaijan, and 
the Bolsheviks landed troops to aid them. British officers remained in 
many areas as trainers for various Persian army units, but they were widely 
disliked. Trying to make both sides withdraw, Tehran negotiated a treaty 
with Moscow early in 1921. The Soviets removed their troops, renounced 
all extraterritorial privileges, canceled debts, and turned over all Russian 
properties in Persia. But the treaty had an article allowing the USSR to send 
in troops whenever it felt menaced by another foreign army occupying 
Iranian soil. Although the Soviets would invoke this clause later, it helped 
Persia in 1921 to ease Britain out. 


The Rise of Reza Shah 

Five days before the Soviet-Persian pact was actually signed, an officer in 
the Persian Cossack Brigade (a local police force formed and led mainly by 
Russians) toppled the regime in Tehran. This officer, Reza Khan, born in 
1878 in Mazandaran, rose to prominence within the brigade during the 
tumultuous period after the war. Having helped to oust the brigade’s pro- 
Bolshevik commander, Reza took charge of its infantry regiment and or¬ 
ganized a secret society of Persian officers opposed to both British and 
Russian control. A general mutiny of the Persian cossacks resulted in the 
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dismissal of all Russian officers left in the brigade. Reza, seeing how easily 
he had gained control of his country’s strongest force, was encouraged to 
enter the political arena. Working with an idealistic young journalist, 
Sayyid Ziya ud-Din Tabatabai, Reza led his cossacks into Tehran and top¬ 
pled the existing ministry on 21 February 1921. Ziya became the new pre¬ 
mier and Reza the commander-in-chief of the Persian army. A vigorous 
and comprehensive reform program began, but Ziya held power for only 
three months. Opposed by many of his own ministers and probably by 
Reza himself, he resigned and went into exile. 

Persia’s politics lapsed into their customary anarchy. The Majlis opened 
a new session with demands from the deputies for financial and bureau¬ 
cratic reform. The last of the Qajars, Ahmad Shah, kept trying to leave the 
country. The old politicians were divided and dispirited. Reza, who by 
now was war minister, became the real power behind the throne. He con¬ 
centrated on uniting Persia by restoring public security, consolidating the 
various armies, and suppressing tribal rebels, communists, and other dis¬ 
sidents. After an attempt on his life in 1923, Reza arrested the premier and 
made Ahmad Shah appoint him instead. The shah left for Europe, never 
to return. 

Reza now intended to declare Persia a republic, following Kemal’s exam¬ 
ple in Turkey, but the Shi’i ulama , fearing a secular regime, mobilized na¬ 
tionwide opposition. After threatening to resign, Reza finally gave in. He 
evened the score by replacing the cabinet, putting in ministers who, 
though more competent, were also more compliant with his own wishes. 
He then set out to quash a tribal revolt in Khuzistan, followed by a pil¬ 
grimage to the Shi’i shrines at Najaf and Karbala to mollify the mollahs. 
He returned to Tehran determined to strengthen his hold on the govern¬ 
ment. As the Majlis dithered, he acted alone to forge major reforms. One 
of these now stands as his greatest achievement—the Trans-Iranian Rail¬ 
way, which connects the Caspian Sea to the Persian Gulf. Aside from being 
an engineering marvel, this railway is notable because it was financed 
without foreign loans. Its costs were met by taxes on sugar and tea, two 
staples of the Persian diet. 

In a nationalistic spirit, the Majlis in 1925 adopted the old Persian solar 
calendar in place of the Muslim lunar one and required everyone to take a 
family name. Reza took the surname Pahlavi, the name of the pre-Islamic 
Persian language. The Majlis proceeded to depose Ahmad Shah, abolish 
the Qajar dynasty, and proclaim Reza Khan as Persia’s new ruler. He offi¬ 
cially became Reza Shah in December 1925 and then crowned his own 
head in a formal ceremony. 
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Reza’s Reforms 

Reza Shah was the regenerator of Persia, just as Kemal, whom he admired, 
was the father of modern Turkey. The two leaders have often been com¬ 
pared, usually to Reza’s disadvantage. But these nationalist reformers faced 
different conditions. Kemal had won fame as a successful general within a 
losing army, whereas Reza was known to just a few officers when he led the 
1921 coup. Turkey was heir to more than a century of westernizing re¬ 
forms; it had a cadre of trained officials and officers to carry out Kemal’s 
programs. Persia had been cut off from the West, except for the dubious 
blessing of bordering on Russia. Kemal expressed the disillusionment to¬ 
ward Islam felt by many Turks and equated westernization with “civiliza¬ 
tion.” Few Turks cared about their own pre-Islamic heritage in the far-off 
Asian steppes. Reza could make no such break with the Persian past. His 
people remained loyal to Shi’i mujtahids and mollahs . Even when he could 
fight this Muslim influence, Reza recognized that Persia’s pre-Islamic her¬ 
itage was alive and meaningful to his subjects. This historic tie could pro¬ 
mote his reform program, too, as Sasanid monuments were spruced up, 
Zoroastrianism won official toleration, and the Persian language was 
purged of some of its Arabic words. But there was also a drastic break with 
the past, as Reza decreed in 1935 that his country’s name should be 
changed from Persia to Iran (the land of the Aryans). The post office was 
even instructed to return any letters addressed to the old name of the 
country. These symbolic changes strengthened national pride and dis¬ 
tanced Iran from Islam and the Arab world. 

One of Reza’s ablest subordinates summarized his reforms under four 
general headings: (1) liberation from foreign political and economic domi¬ 
nation, (2) establishment of internal security and centralized government, 
(3) administrative reforms and economic progress, and (4) social reforms 
and cultural progress. Let us examine each set of reforms in depth. 

Liberation from foreign domination entailed more than ousting British 
and Russian troops; it also meant replacing British with Iranian control 
along the Persian Gulf coast, taking charge of banks, currency, telephones 
and telegraphs, and gaining the right to try foreigners accused of crimes 
and to fix and collect the customs duties on imports. Reza succeeded in im¬ 
plementing every reform until he tried to annul the Anglo-Persian (soon to 
be renamed Anglo-Iranian) Oil Company’s concession. Britain took the is¬ 
sue to the League of Nations, and finally the company agreed to pay higher 
royalties to the Iranian government, which in turn extended its concession 
by thirty years. Later on, many Iranians would accuse Reza of giving in to 
British bribes. 
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Strengthening Iran’s national government could be achieved only by 
weakening the nomadic tribes. Many were forced to settle down, their 
chiefs in some cases being put under house arrest. Those allowed to re¬ 
main nomadic often moved their flocks under police escort. The army was 
reorganized, with vastly improved munitions, weapons, training, barracks, 
and health-care facilities. All security forces came under central control. A 
rudimentary political police force was established. 

Iran gradually acquired a civil service, European-style law codes and 
courts, a state budget, and a national system for registering births, land 
transfers, marriages, and deaths. Roads suitable for cars and trucks, almost 
nonexistent in 1921, crisscrossed the country by 1941. Often accused of 
stealing the peasants’ lands to augment his own holdings, Reza claimed that 
he wanted his estates to serve as model farms to research and teach new 
agricultural methods. His modern factories and imposing public buildings 
boosted morale probably more than they really benefited the nation. 

To Reza, social reform meant education. Schooling increased greatly at 
all levels, for girls as well as boys. Although Reza is well known for opening 
the University of Tehran in 1935, he cared most about the basic education 
of farmers and workers. Night schools proliferated, and the army became a 
vast training program. Officers were held responsible for teaching their 
troops to read, write, and do basic arithmetic. If any soldier did not gain 
these skills by the end of his two-year stint, then his unit commander 
would not be promoted. Sports and games had long been a part of Iran’s 
culture, although many mollahs frowned on them; Reza made a cult out of 
physical fitness and athletic contests. He did not attack organized Islam di¬ 
rectly (as Ataturk had done), but he sometimes nettled the mollahs by 
drinking beer or wine in public, and he did insist that all men who wore the 
garb of ulama pass examinations proving their right to do so. He followed 
Ataturk’s example by requiring Iranian men to wear an “international” cos¬ 
tume and surpassed him by forbidding women to veil their faces. This re¬ 
form deeply offended conservative Muslims, who argued that Westerners 
would be just as shocked if women of all ages had to go topless in public. 
Muslims also opposed what would have been a sounder reform: romaniz- 
ing the Persian alphabet. 


Rezas Downfall 

Although Reza Shah tried in many ways to transform Iran, the results of¬ 
ten disappointed him. An impatient man, he never could delegate tasks. 
Trying to reduce Iran’s dependence on Britain, he brought in foreigners 
from other lands to advise him on reforms. When a US mission improved 
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Irans fiscal administration in the 1920s but failed to attract American in¬ 
vestors, Reza made the director resign and phased out his subordinates. 
The US government did not step in, much to the Iranians’ astonishment. 
Germany was more active. An able German director built up the National 
Bank of Iran in the early 1930s. After Hitler took power, German entrepre¬ 
neurs and advisers flocked to Iran. Reza and many of his subjects were 
flattered by Nazi racial theories, because they viewed Iran as the original 
Aryan nation. After World War II began and Nazi forces overran most of 
Europe, the British had reason to fear Germany’s presence in Iran. In 1941 
a group of Arab nationalist officers briefly seized control of neighboring 
Iraq. Suspecting them of pro-Nazi sympathies, Britain intervened to in¬ 
stall a pro-British regime. When Hitler suddenly invaded the USSR that 
June, both the British and the Soviets sent troops into Iran. Once again 
Iran’s independence was violated. Unwilling to rule under a military occu¬ 
pation that threatened to undo his reforms, Reza abdicated in favor of his 
son, Mohammad, went into exile, and died three years later. 


Epilogue 

When he succeeded his father, Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi seemed a 
mere Western protege. The tribes hastened to regain their lost power and 
lands. The Majlis asserted its constitutional right to govern. The World War 
II Allies treated Iran as a supply line, a source of oil, a convenient meeting 
place, and a subordinate ally. Once the war ended, the USSR tried to set up 
communist republics in northern Iran but withdrew its troops in 1946 un¬ 
der pressure from the United Nations. The communists then played on the 
rising discontent of the workers in the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company (AIOC). 
Iranian nationalists won control of the Majlis, electing Mohammad Mosad- 
diq as prime minister. Because it nationalized the AIOC, Mosaddiq’s gov¬ 
ernment became popular at home but was fiercely resented in Britain and 
the US, so it was toppled in 1953 by a CIA-backed military coup. For the 
next quarter century, Mohammad Reza Shah ruled Iran as a dictator. Sky¬ 
rocketing oil revenues enabled his government to build up its schools, 
industries, and armed forces. The shah’s “White Revolution” promised 
changes in landownership, rural development, education, and women’s 
rights beyond his father’s wildest dreams. It also alienated the ulama. 

The shah inherited his father’s authoritarian streak. When his reforms 
failed to meet his subjects’ expectations, he fell back on propaganda, cen¬ 
sorship, and his secret police (SAVAK) to stay in power. Though successive 
US governments backed him as a bulwark against communism, many 
Americans questioned his commitment to human rights. Iranian students 
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abroad and ulama at home stirred up opposition to the shah. They decried 
the erosion of Muslim values, the widening gap between rich and poor, the 
huge sums spent on arms, the failure of agrarian reform, and the shah’s 
oppressive regime. A nationwide revolution, led by Shi’i ulama y sapped the 
shah’s authority. He left Iran in January 1979, giving way to an “Islamic 
Republic.” Iran’s vaunted “modernization” was only superficial. Billions of 
petrodollars could not solve Iran’s problems or sustain a ruler whose 
people had turned against him. We resume this story in Chapter 19. 


The Rise of Saudi Arabia 

Nowadays most people think of Saudi Arabia as a rich, modern, and very 
influential country. Yet as late as 1945 it was poor and viewed as backward. 
The homeland of Islam and Arabism had been a backwater of history 
since the High Caliphate. If Turkey was in the vanguard of westernizing 
reform movements in the nineteenth and twentieth century, few parts of 
the Middle East opposed reform more than central Arabia, especially the 
area known as Najd. Situated among barren hills, lacking an outlet to any 
sea, Najd attracted no foreign traders or Western imperialists. Most of its 
people were bedouin; a few small towns contained Arab merchants and 
ulama. So far we have hardly mentioned the area, except in connection 
with the rise of a puritanical Muslim sect called the Wahhabis, whose be¬ 
liefs still prevail in today’s kingdom of Saudi Arabia. 


Historical Background 

The story starts in the mid-eighteenth century, when a wandering young 
scholar, Muhammad ibn (“son of”) Abd al-Wahhab, became a Hanbali— 
an adherent to the strictest of the four canonical rites of Sunni Muslim 
law. The latter-day Hanbalis came to oppose certain practices associated 
with popular Islam, such as venerating saints, their tombs, trees, and wells. 
When this Muhammad began preaching and writing in his hometown 
about cleansing Islam of these practices, his own relatives drove him out. 
Taking refuge in a nearby village, he converted his protector, Muhammad 
ibn Sa’ud, to his strict doctrines. Thus united in their beliefs, the two 
Muhammads set out to convert the nearby Arab tribes, with the son of 
Abd al-Wahhab as spiritual guide (hence the term Wahhabi for the sect) 
and the son of Sa’ud as military and political leader (which is why we 
speak of the Saudi dynasty). In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 
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centuries, the Saudis managed to spread their rule and Wahhabi doctrines 
to most of northern Arabia, using methods similar to those of the Khari- 
jites centuries earlier. They even took Mecca and Medina, destroying or 
damaging many of the tombs and other shrines that are part of the Mus¬ 
lim hajj. You may remember that the Ottoman sultan sent Mehmet Ali’s 
army to the Hijaz to expel these Wahhabis, whose threat to the Ottomans 
in this sensitive area had the potential to undermine their legitimacy in 
other Muslim lands. After years of desert warfare, the Saudi-Wahhabi 
combine was defeated, and the Turks garrisoned the Hijaz. Although Wah¬ 
habi doctrines continued to spread to the Persian Gulf region and even to 
India, the Saudi family was confined to central and eastern Arabia. It 
fought for power with the Rashid dynasty, which enjoyed Ottoman back¬ 
ing and seemed by 1900 to have triumphed over the house of Sa’ud. 

The man known to us as Ibn Sa’ud (Saudis call him Abd al-Aziz ibn Abd 
al-Rahman) was born in Riyadh, the Saudis’ home base, in 1880. When he 
was ten, the Rashids drove his family out. The Saudis took refuge near the 
Rub’ al-Khali (the Empty Quarter, in the eastern part of the Arabian Penin¬ 
sula) among the Bani Murra, a tribe so poor and primitive that its people 
are called the bedouins’ bedouin. Among these desert desperadoes Ibn 
Sa’ud learned to ride and shoot expertly and to deal with other tribal Arabs. 
Later the Saudis were given asylum by the shaykh of Kuwait, a fishing port 
near the head of the Persian Gulf. There Ibn Sa’ud began learning about the 
outsiders who now coveted the Arabian Peninsula, one of the few lands not 
already carved up by the great European empires. Actually, Arabia in 1900 
had a patchwork of local and foreign rulers, too many to be listed in a con¬ 
cise history. Let us just say that Sultan Abdulhamid was extending Ottoman 
control into formerly autonomous lands, such as the coastal region east of 
Najd called al-Hasa. Some of the Arab shaykhs along the Persian Gulf had 
made treaties allowing the British to manage their defense and foreign rela¬ 
tions. But young Ibn Sa’ud craved neither protection by foreign Christians 
nor dependency on the Ottomans, whom the Wahhabis saw as backsliders 
from Islam; he wanted to retake Riyadh from the Rashid dynasty. Heading 
a small band of loyal Wahhabis on a night raid, he successfully regained his 
ancestral capital in 1902. This was the first episode in an epic that has been 
told time and again by Saudi and foreign chroniclers. 


The Emergence of the Saudi Kingdom 

This epic is the story of how, over the span of thirty years, most of the 
tribes and emirates of the Arabian Peninsula became united under Ibn 
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Sa’ud. The process involved many bedouin raids, battles, and wars be¬ 
tween the Saudi-Wahhabi combine and other contenders for power. First 
they had to subdue the Ottoman-backed Rashid dynasty. After 1906 they 
began to win control over the tribes of central and eastern Arabia. Few 
outsiders noticed until Ibn Sa’ud’s warriors challenged the kingdom of the 
Hijaz, the state headed by Amir Husayn (see Chapter 13). When he con¬ 
quered the Hijaz and took over Islam’s holy cities in 1924, Ibn Sa’ud be¬ 
came the most respected leader in Arabia—indeed, the whole Arab world. 
How different history would have been if Britain had heeded its India Of¬ 
fice during World War I and backed Ibn Saud instead of the Hashimites! 

Ibn Saud won because he believed in Wahhabi Islam and enforced its 
rules among his followers, using religious belief to temper the bedouins’ 
love of battle and booty. His convictions, along with his physical courage 
and personal magnetism, led thousands of Arabs to love and obey him. His 
skills were marital as well as martial; both his victories and his marriages 
were countless. Most of Ibn Sa’ud’s nuptials served to cement peace with 
the tribes he had subdued. To stay within the Quranic limit of four wives, 
he divorced most of his wives and returned them to their guardians. Yet 
people said that any woman who married Ibn Sa’ud, however briefly, loved 
him for the rest of her life. We wonder who could verify this—or how! 

Another way Ibn Sa’ud controlled the tribes was to weld them into a re¬ 
ligious organization called the Ikhwan (Brothers). These Ikhwan, though 
bedouin, were persuaded to give up camel nomadism for settled agricul¬ 
ture. Although many of them never learned how to push a plow, their set¬ 
tlement in farming villages made them more tractable, more willing to 
heed the teachings of the Wahhabi ulama from Riyadh, and better disci¬ 
plined when Ibn Sa’ud needed them in battle. Without the Ikhwan, the 
Saudis could not have united most of Arabia within a generation. 

But some parts of Arabia never fell under their control. Like Ataturk, 
Ibn Sa’ud knew his political limits. Once he had taken Asir, the kingdom 
between the Hijaz and the Yemen, and had formally created the kingdom 
of Saudi Arabia in 1932, his conquests ceased. After a brief war two years 
later, Ibn Sa’ud gave up all claims to the imamate of Yemen. This magna¬ 
nimity was wise, for the Yemeni highlanders were Zaydi Shi’is who would 
have bitterly resisted Wahhabi (that is, Hanbali Sunni) rule by the Saudis. 
He also disbanded the Ikhwan in 1930 after they took to raiding tribes in 
Iraq, then a British mandate. Rarely did the Saudis attack Arab rulers un¬ 
der British protection, such as Abdallah of Transjordan, the shaykh (later 
amir) of Kuwait, other shaykhs on the Persian Gulf coast, the sultan of 
Muscat and Oman, or the rulers of southern Arabia east of Aden. By the 
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1940s, Ibn Sa’ud was the Arabs’ elder statesman. Although his Hashimite 
rivals in Transjordan and Iraq resented Ibn Sa ud for driving their father 
from the Hijaz, they came to respect him. 


Oil Discoveries and Their Effects on the Saudi Kingdom 
In today’s world, it is easy to forget that Ibn Sa ud and his kingdom were 
extremely poor for most of his life. Najd was a sun-parched, mountainous 
land far from any sea, the Persian Gulf provided only pearls and scanty 
trade to Hasa, Asir had some upland areas suitable for farming, and the 
Hijaz provided a meager income from the annual hajj. Usually about 
150,000 pilgrims came to Mecca each year; the figure of a quarter million 
reported in 1926 (just after the Saudi conquest) was exceptional. Saudi 
Arabia’s economy depended on the date palm and the camel until the late 
1930s. Several British companies had unsuccessfully prospected for oil in a 
few provinces of the kingdom. There were abandoned gold mines, and it 
was widely thought that Arabia contained other valuable minerals; but its 
harsh climate, rapacious bedouin, and Wahhabi fanaticism discouraged 
outside explorers. Ibn Sa’ud was once heard to say, “If anyone were to offer 
a million pounds, he would be welcome to all the concessions he wanted 
in my country.” 

The man of the hour was an American whose surname you may recall 
from Chapter 13—Charles Crane, the plumbing manufacturer and philan¬ 
thropist involved in the 1919 King-Crane Commission. After a sojourn in 
the Yemen, where he financed a successful search for minerals, Crane vis¬ 
ited Ibn Sa’ud in 1931. They discussed a similar quest in the Hijaz, hoping 
to find enough underground water to pipe into Jidda (Mecca’s port). But 
Crane’s mining engineer, Karl Twitchell, soon found that neither water nor 
oil existed in economic quantities beneath the largely barren Hijaz. Two 
years later, though, Twitchell returned, this time in the service of Standard 
Oil of California (Chevron), which outbid a British representative of the 
Iraq Petroleum Company (now BP) for exploration rights in eastern Ara¬ 
bia. For a cash loan amounting to 50,000 gold sovereigns (about $300,000, 
now worth $3 million), plus an annual rent of 5,000 more, Ibn Sa’ud gave 
the Americans a sixty-year concession to search for oil in Hasa, with prefer¬ 
ential exploration rights in other parts of his kingdom. They agreed that 
more loans would be made later if oil were found in marketable quantities, 
plus a royalty of a gold sovereign ($6) for every five long tons (a “long ton” 
equals 2,240 pounds, slightly more than a metric ton) of oil taken from 
Saudi territory. 
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Five years of exploration and drilling ensued before the Americans 
struck oil in 1938 at Dhahran and began sending barrels to the British re¬ 
finery on the nearby island of Bahrain, already an oil-exporting country. 
Soon they were building their own refinery, storage tanks, and a loading 
dock on the Persian Gulf. Petroleum technicians, construction foremen, 
and equipment poured into Dhahran, which became a “Little America” 
replete with lawns, swimming pools, air-conditioned buildings, and a 
commissary where the Americans could buy the canned goods, chewing 
gum, and cigarettes they had known back home. By this time, Texas Oil 
Company had joined California Standard in setting up a subsidiary offi¬ 
cially called the Arabian American Oil Company but generally known by 
the abbreviation Aramco. Tanker shortages during World War II delayed 
its operations, but eventually Aramco began selling to US forces in the Pa¬ 
cific. After the war, new oil exploration and discoveries raised Saudi out¬ 
put to 1.3 million barrels per day in 1960, 3.8 million in 1970, and more 
than 10 million in 1981, when the kingdom’s annual oil revenue reached 
$113 billion. Over a quarter of the world’s proven petroleum reserves are 
thought to lie in Saudi territory. 

The exploitation of Middle East oil was the most revolutionary change 
of that time. Karl Twitchell was surely no Karl Marx, but the result of his 
labors—amplified by Aramco’s later geologists and explorers—drastically 
changed the economic, social, cultural, and moral life of the Saudi Arabs. 
No Middle Eastern people or country has been untouched by the shower 
of Saudi wealth. Its effects on the world economy are discussed in a later 
chapter, but let us say for now that oil wealth made the Saudi government 
the most influential in the Arab world. 

What is less well known is that Saudi Arabia had hardly any government 
while Ibn Sa’ud ruled. For most of this period Saudi Arabia was “gov¬ 
erned” insofar as Ibn Sa’ud had the personal charm and, if needed, the 
force to subdue (and collect tribute from) the bedouin tribes within his 
realm. Any money he got from the tribal shaykhs, the pilgrims, or Aramco 
went into his private treasury. It was used to maintain his palace, support 
his harem, increase his herds of Arabian horses and camels, and grant 
sumptuous gifts to his foreign visitors or to his subjects, each of whom 
had the right to go directly to Ibn Sa’ud to vent his grievances and obtain 
justice. There was no formal cabinet; Ibn Sa’ud talked with his relatives 
and a few foreign advisers, but he made his own decisions. There was no 
state bank; the gold sovereigns were stored in wooden chests. The laws 
were those of the Quran and the sunna , administered by Hanbali ulama. 
Thieves had their hands chopped off Murderers were beheaded. Disobe¬ 
dient tribes were fined or banished from their grazing lands. The Wah- 
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habis forced all Saudi Muslims to pray five times a day, going from house 
to house to ensure compliance. Alcohol and tobacco were strictly forbid¬ 
den to Muslims, as were Western clothes, movies, music, dancing, and 
even (for a while) radios and telephones. 

Imagine the effect of Little America in Dhahran, where the foreign 
Aramco employees lived in ranch-style houses with their wives (who wore 
no veils), built stills in their back rooms, threw parties, did not pray five 
times daily, and opened their clinic and hospital to Saudi Arabs, many of 
whom had never seen a doctor before. How could God bless these alien 
Christians more than the Muslims who feared and worshiped Him? Imag¬ 
ine what happened when Ibn Sa ud’s sons and grandsons went abroad on 
diplomatic or educational missions. Palaces sprang up around Riyadh in 
imitation of what the Saudis had seen in Paris, London, and Hollywood. 
And camels gave way to Cadillacs, although it took time to train a cadre of 
local mechanics to maintain and repair them. 

Ibn Sa 5 ud was unprepared for the sudden wealth that oil brought to his 
kingdom. Aging, lame, blind in one eye, he lived to see corruption and li¬ 
centiousness spread among his courtiers and even some of his sons, 
wounding his conscience and affronting his morals. He did not understand 
economics. When told that the rising price of food outstripped his subjects 5 
means, he ordered Aramco to double the wages it paid to Saudi employees, 
only to see the inflation get worse. Politics also bewildered Ibn Saud. He 
was troubled by the divisions among his fellow Arab rulers during and after 
World War II. He felt betrayed by the countries he had trusted, Britain and 
the US, with their apparent support of Jewish colonization in Palestine. 
When he met President Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1945, Ibn Sa’ud asked him 
why the Allies could not take away the Germans 5 homes and lands to house 
the survivors of Hitlers atrocities, instead of taking away the land of inno¬ 
cent Arabs in Palestine. Roosevelt promised not to act on the Palestine 
question (see Chapter 16) without consulting both Arabs and Jews. Six 
weeks later he died, and the new president, Harry Truman, ignored Roo¬ 
sevelt’s promise. But Ibn Sa 5 ud found it difficult to attack the Americans for 
supporting Israel when their company was pumping his oil, filling his cof¬ 
fers, and building a railroad from Riyadh to the Persian Gulf. Besides, he 
loathed Soviet communism more. 


Ibn Sa’ud’s Successors 

Ibn Saud died in 1953. The ablest of his sons was Faysal, but the princes 
and the ulama agreed that the succession should go to the oldest surviving 
son, Sa 5 ud, a weaker figure. Within a few years of his ascension Sa 5 ud had 
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managed to run up a $300-million debt, despite his government’s rising 
income. Then came a sensational press story that Sa’ud had bribed a Syr¬ 
ian minister to kill Egyptian President Gamal Abd al-Nasir, who was at the 
peak of his popularity in the Arab world. In 1958, a turbulent year in Arab 
politics, the Saudi princes agreed to turn over all executive powers to 
Faysal as premier. Six years later, Sa’ud was deposed and Faysal became 
king. Under Faysal the Saudi government became much better organized, 
with regular ministries, an annual budget, development plans, and new 
roads, schools, and hospitals. As Saudi Arabia plunged headlong into 
modernity, King Faysal became as influential among Arab rulers and Mus¬ 
lim conservatives as his father had ever been. His oil policies and eventual 
fate are discussed in Chapter 18. 


Conclusion 

Three Middle Eastern countries weathered the period between the two 
world wars—the apogee of Western control over the area—without becom¬ 
ing colonies, protectorates, or mandates. Each country established the bor¬ 
ders it has had ever since. Each government tightened its hold over groups 
that had checked the power of previous rulers. Personal income rose, more 
children (and adults) went to school, and public health improved. 

These were not democratic regimes. In each case, the agent for change 
was a military leader whose successes in war won him the respect and obe¬ 
dience of his subjects. Other Middle Eastern countries were quick to learn 
from them. Army officers became the greatest force for modernization in 
the Middle East. As efficiency is essential in military operations, it is natu¬ 
ral for commanders to apply the same standards and employ similar 
methods to modernize their countries. Nationalist leaders can persuade 
otherwise recalcitrant subjects to make sacrifices for the common good. 
But how much will they give up? And what if conditions change, as has 
happened (thanks to oil) in Iran and Saudi Arabia? 

These reformers raise other issues. Can modernization be sustained 
without a set of shared values between those who order and those who 
obey? Kemal Ataturk saw Islam as a barrier to progress and tried to reduce 
its influence, but Turkish nationalism has not yet replaced Islam within 
the hearts and minds of many Turks. Reza Shah was ambivalent about Is¬ 
lam, but his reform program empowered a westernized elite at the expense 
of Iran’s Muslim leaders, who took their revenge after the 1979 revolution. 
Ibn Sa’ud’s devotion to Islam united a disparate band of tribes under his 
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rule, but his puritanical values could not cope with the innovations that 
flooded his country because of the oil revenues. He died a bitterly disillu¬ 
sioned man. None of these leaders, however hard they tried to forge their 
people into nation-states, managed to establish a set of values to guide 
their successors. All equated westernization with modernization. 

Some day, we hope, a synthesis will be achieved between Islam as a sys¬ 
tem of beliefs and behavioral norms, on the one hand, and the values of an 
industrialized free society, on the other. Perhaps human rights will be 
respected, and governments will become democratic. Until then, authori¬ 
tarian leaders seem likely to remain the chief agents for change in inde¬ 
pendent Middle Eastern countries. 




FIFTEEN 


Egypt's Struggle 
for Independence 


For more than a century, Egypt has loomed large in any discussion of 
Middle East politics, whether the country was acting or acted upon. One 
reason for this has been the Suez Canal, so strategically and economically 
important to any state that wanted to be a great power. Another is Egypt’s 
position in the vanguard of westernizing reform, going back to Napoleon 
and Mehmet Ali. In modern times Egypt has usually been the leader of the 
Arab countries, yet it underwent a long and complicated struggle for inde¬ 
pendence. For centuries, Egypt was valued by foreign powers, as an object 
to be seized and held, as a symbol of imperial might, as a means of influ¬ 
encing the rest of the Arab world, or as a stepping-stone to Asia or the 
Mediterranean Sea—but never as Egypt. 

What about the Egyptians themselves? Rather than actors, they had long 
been acted upon. With centuries of experience as a doormat for outside 
invaders, oppressors, and explorers, many Egyptians, not surprisingly, dis¬ 
trusted the foreigners who lived or traveled within their country. After all, 
no Egyptian ruled Egypt from the time of the pharaohs to the fall of King 
Faruq in 1952. Even its aristocrats were mainly foreign—hence the popu¬ 
lar proverb: Fi bilad Misr khayruha lighayriha (In the land of Egypt what is 
good belongs to others). 


Britain’s Role in Egypt 

Most political dramas have no permanent heroes or villains, but in Egypt’s 
independence struggle, the main antagonist for seventy-five years was 
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Britain. By rights, Egypt was an autonomous province of the Ottoman 
Empire from 1841 to 1914. In reality, as a land under military occupation 
from 1882 on, Egypt was a British colony in all but name. Important deci¬ 
sions about Egypt’s administration were being made in London, not Istan¬ 
bul, or (if locally) in the British Agency on the banks of the Nile, not in the 
khedive’s palace, somewhat farther east in central Cairo. The ministers 
were puppets in the hands of their British advisers. Both the occupier and 
the occupied knew that theirs was a power relationship, with Britain dom¬ 
inant and Egypt either passive or protesting, although all sides observed 
the diplomatic niceties up to World War I. 

When the Ottoman Empire went to war against the Allies in November 
1914, Britain had to bite the bullet. As it needed to hold Egypt to ensure the 
British Empire’s survival (at a time when hundreds of troop ships were 
carrying Australians, New Zealanders, and Indians through the Suez Canal 
to European war theaters), Egypt’s Turkish tie had become an anomaly. 
Britain cut it decisively in December. No longer an Ottoman province, Egypt 
became a British protectorate. The change was no more legal than Ger¬ 
many’s occupation of Belgium that August. It was certainly not approved by 
the Ottoman government, nor ratified by the Egyptian ministers, nor ac¬ 
cepted by the newly formed Legislative Assembly, which was adjourned in¬ 
definitely. Khedive Abbas, already barred from returning from Istanbul to 
Egypt by Britain’s ambassador to the Ottoman Empire, was now accused of 
having taken the Turks’ side in the war. Even though he had fled to neutral 
Switzerland to escape from the Turks, the British deposed him anyway. They 
replaced Abbas with a pliable uncle, Husayn Kamil (r. 1914-1917), who was 
given the title of “sultan” to underscore the break with the Ottoman Empire. 
Prime Minister Husayn Rushdi stayed in office, hoping that Egypt would be¬ 
come independent after the war. Britain’s representative became the high 
commissioner for Egypt and the Sudan, and his office came to be called the 
Residency. The Egyptians accepted these changes passively, and many hoped 
that the Turks and Germans would win the war. 


Anglo-Egyptian Relations: An Overview 

As you know, they lost. The period from 1914 to 1956 has been called 
“Britain’s moment in the Middle East.” It seems a long time span, although 
it really was shorter than, say, Mongol rule in Persia. As long as the British 
dominated the area, the main drama was their relationship, rarely an easy 
one, with Egypt. “Egypt and England are bound together in a Catholic mar¬ 
riage,” said a Wafdist minister in the 1940s, meaning that they might quarrel 
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from time to time, but would always make up in the end. Well, they eventu¬ 
ally did get a divorce, but the comparison remains apt. A marriage can be 
built on many forces besides love. One common basis is power. One partner 
makes the decisions; the other goes along out of either self-abnegation or 
stark necessity. Think of the domineering husband and the submissive wife 
in Ibsen’s play A Doll's House. Britain, like Torvald, managed everything, 
whereas Egypt, in Noras role, cajoled and intrigued to get its way. Eventu¬ 
ally, Britain’s power waned, and Egypt, never willingly obedient, found ways 
to sap its authority. The protectorate gave way in 1922 to a unilateral decla¬ 
ration of Egypt’s independence, limited by four conditions called “reserved 
points.” Then the two sides agreed in 1936 to formalize their relationship in 
a treaty, of which Egypt soon repented. Finally, after a bitter quarrel, they 
reached in 1954 a new agreement terminating Britain’s occupation of Egypt 
in 1956. Even this conclusion had a sad sequel in the Anglo-French invasion 
of the Suez Canal late in that year. Each British concession was hedged with 
restrictions; each Egyptian demand went far beyond what any British gov¬ 
ernment would grant. It must have been a very unhappy marriage. 

Several explanations for this sad condition come to mind. First, the 
British stayed in Egypt not out of love for the country or its people but be¬ 
cause it was a stepping-stone to India and the oil wells of Arabia and Iran, 
and a base in their struggle with the Kaiser, the Nazis, and the communists. 
The Egyptians knew this and felt it deeply. The British did not even like 
them, to judge from the diplomatic reports, the social arrangements, and 
even the fiction of the age. The Egyptian, as viewed by the British, was a 
portly parody of a petty French official, a boastful coward, a turbaned Mus¬ 
lim fanatic, a noisy agitator blind to the benefits that British rule had given 
his country, or a “wog” (for “wily Oriental gentleman”) selling dirty post¬ 
cards in the bazaar. The Egyptians saw the British as coldhearted, elitist (it 
was a sore point that for many years, the only Egyptians allowed to enter 
Cairo’s posh Gezira Sporting Club were servants), mercenary, and power- 
hungry. Egyptians tended to prefer the French or the Americans, but not 
(as their foes often alleged) the Germans or the Russians. Curiously, the 
British related well to other societies in the Arab world, especially the bed¬ 
ouin. Perhaps it was the greater skill of desert Arabs at horseback riding, 
hunting, and other sports enjoyed by upper-class British males that drew 
their respect. France’s influence on Egyptian schools and culture also may 
have affected British perceptions. The alienation probably stemmed from 
the way in which the British set themselves up as masters, whereas the 
Egyptians (unlike other Arabs) were used to being servants of the Otto¬ 
mans. Later, neither side adjusted to the way the other was changing. 
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World War I 

The quality of British administration in Egypt, superb up to 1914, declined 
during the war. Many of the best Englishmen were called home for mili¬ 
tary service, never to return. Hordes of new officials and officers poured 
into Egypt, making the country a vast Allied camp. The new men, inexpe¬ 
rienced and less sensitive than their precursors toward Muslims, often gave 
offense and ignored the country’s needs. So much attention was focused 
on the war against Ottoman Turkey, notably the unsuccessful Dardanelles 
campaign of 1915 and the Egyptian Expeditionary Force that conquered 
Palestine and coastal Syria in 1917-1918, that critical problems were neg¬ 
lected in Egypt, which was placed under martial law for the duration of 
the war. 

Cairo and Alexandria were becoming overpopulated. Food shortages 
drove up prices in the cities and in places where troops were concentrated. 
Egypt’s government, hoping to increase wheat harvests, limited the acreage 
for raising cotton, a more lucrative wartime crop for rural landlords and 
peasants. After having promised not to demand any wartime sacrifices 
from the Egyptian people, the British ended up requisitioning grain, draft 
animals, and even peasant labor for their Palestine campaign. “Woe on us, 
Wingate,” sang the farmers in 1918, alluding to McMahon’s replacement as 
British high commissioner, 

who has carried off corn 
carried off cattle, 
carried off camels, 
carried off children, 
leaving only our lives . 

For the love of God, now let us alone. 

As the British grew in numbers, they lost touch with the Egyptians. The 
judicial adviser, an able and usually sympathetic Scotsman, drafted a note 
on constitutional reform that would have given Egypt a bicameral legisla¬ 
ture, with a powerful upper house made up of Egyptian ministers, British 
advisers, and representatives of the foreign communities, which already 
dominated the country’s economic life. Even though it would have ended 
the Capitulations, patriotic Egyptians could never have welcomed such a 
constitution, which would have tightened the foreign grip on their coun¬ 
try. When the plan became known in 1918, it infuriated upper-class Egyp¬ 
tians. We prefer to rule ourselves badly, nationalists argued, than let 
ourselves be governed well by others. 



Britain’s Role in Egypt ❖ 255 


The 1919 Revolution 

No Englishman foresaw a revival of Egyptian nationalism after the war. 
The National Party had declined. The moderates, mostly landowners and 
intellectuals, were few—though powerful—in the 1914 Legislative Assem¬ 
bly. One was Sa’d Zaghlul, the elected vice president of that representative 
body, who then emerged as a prominent critic of the government and its 
British advisers. Sa’d had an interesting background. Son of a prosperous 
farmer, he was educated in the 1870s at al-Azhar University, where he came 
under the influence of Jamal al-Din al-Afghani. He then edited the govern¬ 
ment journal and backed the 1882 Urabi revolution. Shortly after the 
British occupied Egypt, he was arrested for plotting to kill Khedive Tawfiq. 
Upon getting out of jail, Sa’d studied law in France, returned to Egypt, be¬ 
came a judge, and married the prime minister’s daughter. His wife’s family 
introduced him to Lord Cromer, who proposed him as education minister 
during the nationalist reaction to the 1906 Dinshaway incident (described 
in Chapter 12). In a public speech just before he left Egypt in 1907, Cromer 
described Sa’d in the following terms: “He possesses all the qualities neces¬ 
sary to serve his country. He is honest, he is capable, he has the courage of 
his convictions, he has been abused by many of the less worthy of his own 
countrymen. These are high qualifications. He should go far.” 

Sa’d did go far, but not in the way Cromer had hoped. His progress 
through the Egyptian cabinet was thwarted by his quarrels with both 
Khedive Abbas and Lord Kitchener, so he quit the cabinet in 1912. Many 
British officials would later wish they had continued to co-opt Sa’d to their 
side, instead of letting him join their opponents. During the war, with the 
legislature not meeting, Sa’d had ample time to plot against the govern¬ 
ment. He was a poker player, and one of his buddies was Husayn Kamil’s 
successor, Sultan Fuad (r. 1917-1936), who hoped to increase his power, 
relative to that of the British in Egypt, once the war ended, and thus he en¬ 
couraged Sa’d. 

Fuad’s ambitions were matched by those of many Egyptian politicians, 
who wanted parliamentary government, liberal democracy, and Egyptian 
control over the Sudan, untrammeled by the British protectorate. Well ed¬ 
ucated, high-minded, and devoid of religious fanaticism, they looked to 
Sa’d Zaghlul as their spokesman, as he had been in the 1914 assembly. 

On 13 November 1918, two days after the European armistice, Sa’d and 
two of his friends called on the British high commissioner, Sir Reginald 
Wingate, a man who had lived in the Nile Valley for twenty years, spoke 
Arabic, and knew them well. In a cordial conversation, they announced 
their plan to form a delegation (Arabic: wafd) to go to London to argue for 
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Egypt’s independence. Wingate counseled patience but agreed to wire 
home for instructions. The Foreign Office, preoccupied with the ap¬ 
proaching Paris Peace Conference, refused to meet this delegation of “dis¬ 
appointed and disgraced” politicians, or even to receive Husayn Rushdi, 
who had stayed on as premier through the war, expecting Britain to end its 
protectorate as soon as peace returned. 

During the winter Sa’d announced that he would head a six-man dele¬ 
gation to present Egypt’s case for independence before the Paris Peace 
Conference. Though made up of landowning moderates, this delegation, 
the Wafd, enlisted the aid of the remaining supporters of the National 
Party to circulate throughout Egypt a petition whose signers authorized 
the Wafd to represent them in demanding complete independence, mean¬ 
ing an end to the British protectorate and evacuation of all foreign troops 
from Egypt and the Sudan. In March 1919 the Rushdi cabinet resigned, 
and the British exiled Sa’d and his friends to Malta, whereupon the move¬ 
ment to support the Wafd became a popular revolution, the largest of all 
that have occurred in modern Egypt. Students and teachers, lawyers and 
judges, government employees and transport workers, went out on strike. 
Riots broke out in the villages, railroad stations were attacked, and tele¬ 
graph lines were cut. Every class demonstrated against the British protec¬ 
torate; even women from wealthy families took to the streets. Muslim 
ulama preached in Christian churches, and Christian priests gave Friday 
mosque sermons, as Copts and Muslims walked hand in hand, demanding 
“Egypt for the Egyptians.” A new national flag appeared, with the Chris¬ 
tian cross where the star within the Muslim crescent had been. Only when 
Britain’s government recalled Wingate, appointed as its new high commis¬ 
sioner General Edmund Allenby (who had commanded the Egyptian Ex¬ 
peditionary Force that had taken Palestine), and freed Sa’d to go to Paris 
did the Egyptians go back to work. 

When the Wafd went to Paris to present its case to the peace conference, 
Egyptians had high hopes. Would President Wilson, known for upholding 
the political rights of subject nations, ignore those of the world’s oldest 
one? Was Egypt not as entitled as the Arabs of the Hijaz to a hearing in 
Paris? Did it not have as much right to independence as, say, Yugoslavia or 
Albania? Apparently not. On the day the Wafd arrived in Paris, the US gov¬ 
ernment formally recognized what Egypt’s nationalists were fighting 
against—the British protectorate. The Wafd was never invited to address 
the peace conference. Sa’d and his colleagues could only make speeches 
that were unheeded and draft letters that went unanswered by those with 
the power to redraw the political map of the Middle East. 
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British Efforts at a Solution 

Concerned about the ongoing unrest in Egypt, the British government 
decided to send a commission, headed by Lord Milner, to “inquire into the 
causes of the late disorders, and to report on the existing situation in 
the country, and on the form of constitution which, under the protectorate, 
will be best calculated to promote its peace and prosperity, the progressive 
development of self-governing institutions, and the protection of foreign 
interests .” Egyptian supporters of the Wafd, now as well organized at home 
as in Paris, might desire peace, prosperity, and the progressive development 
of self-rule, but they did not want the protectorate. They organized a gen¬ 
eral boycott of the Milner mission, a boycott that (probably against the or¬ 
ganizers’ wishes) led to some attacks on British soldiers and Egyptian 
ministers. Milner’s mission saw that Britain must somehow come to terms 
with Egyptian nationalism, but its leaders were in Paris, not Cairo. 

The Egyptian government managed to persuade Sa’d Zaghlul to talk infor¬ 
mally with Milner, but neither conceded enough to reach a compromise. The 
British called Sa’d a demagogue trapped by his own propaganda. The Wafd 
thought that Britain, to protect the communications and trade routes of the 
empire, would never really let the Egyptians rule themselves. A Zaghlul- 
Milner memorandum, which would have replaced the protectorate by an 
Anglo-Egyptian treaty, failed to gain the support of the Egyptian govern¬ 
ment or its people when Sa’d himself declined to endorse it. But Britain had 
now clearly signaled its willingness to give up the protectorate. An official 
Egyptian delegation, headed by the new prime minister, Adli Yakan, went to 
London in 1921 to negotiate the terms, but Sa’d exploited his popularity in 
Egypt to undermine support for Adli’s parleys with the Foreign Office. 

Having thus failed to negotiate a new relationship with the Egyptians, ei¬ 
ther officially with Adli or unofficially with Sa’d, Britain was stymied on the 
Egyptian question. Strikes and assassinations made action imperative. Con¬ 
tinued control over the Suez Canal and Alexandria’s port, the radio and tele¬ 
graph stations, the railroads and the airports—all communication links 
vital to the British Empire—could have been endangered by a nationwide 
revolution backed by Sultan Fuad and his ministers and led by Sa’d Zaghlul 
and his Wafd. Britain’s dilemma in 1921-1922 would become common in a 
later era of decolonization: How much could a strong country defer to the 
national pride of a weaker one and yet preserve its own interests? High 
Commissioner Allenby devised a solution. He persuaded the British govern¬ 
ment to declare unilaterally an end to its protectorate over Egypt on 28 Feb¬ 
ruary 1922. The declaration limited this independence by reserving to 
Britain, pending future Anglo-Egyptian agreement, (1) protection of British 
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imperial communications in Egypt, (2) Egypt’s defense against foreign ag¬ 
gression, (3) protection of foreign interests and minorities in the country, 
and (4) the administration of the Sudan. 


Egypt’s Democratic Experiment 

Despite these limits on Egypt’s sovereignty, which became known as the 
Four Reserved Points, the Egyptians took the half loaf and began to set up 
their new government. Fuad changed his title from sultan to king and 
watched nervously while a committee of Egyptian lawyers prepared a con¬ 
stitution modeled on that of Belgium. The British residency (Allenby kept 
his title as high commissioner) encouraged this democratic experiment. It 
was a time when Britain, weary of war and especially of negotiating Middle 
East postwar arrangements, was willing to make concessions. Elsewhere, 
this policy meant accepting nationalist leaders in Turkey and Iran and try¬ 
ing to move toward self-rule in Iraq and Palestine. Late in 1923 Egypt fi¬ 
nally held free elections. The Wafd, reorganized as a political party, won an 
overwhelming majority of the seats in the parliament. King Fuad accord¬ 
ingly invited Sa’d to appoint a cabinet made up of Wafdist ministers. 


The Short Reign of the Wafd 

The high hopes of Egypt’s liberal nationalists lasted only a few months. The 
1919 revolution had unleashed violent forces that its leaders could no 
longer contain. Even Sa’d himself was wounded by a would-be assassin in 
June 1924. The attempt presaged the assassination that November of the 
British commander of the Egyptian army. Later investigations revealed that 
these and other terrorist acts were being perpetrated by a secret society 
backed by some of Egypt’s leading politicians. Meanwhile, Allenby handed 
Sa’d an ultimatum stating that the murder “holds up Egypt as at present 
governed to the contempt of civilized peoples” and demanding an indem¬ 
nity of 500,000 Egyptian pounds to the British government, the withdrawal 
of all Egyptian officers from the Sudan, and an undefined increase in the 
quantity of Nile water to be used—at Egypt’s expense—to irrigate the Su¬ 
dan. The Wafd could not submit to such an ultimatum, and Sa’d’s cabinet 
resigned. King Fuad named a caretaker cabinet of palace politicians, who 
called for new parliamentary elections and tried to fix their outcome. 
When they failed to keep the Wafd out of power, the king dissolved Par¬ 
liament and suspended the constitution. Allenby, whose ultimatum had 
been disowned by his home government, resigned and was replaced by a 
sterner imperialist. 
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The Power Triangle 

As the battle lines were drawn, three sides, not two, emerged. The following 
decade of Anglo-Egyptian relations can be summed up as an emerging 
power triangle. In one corner stood the British, anxious to protect their po¬ 
sition in Egypt with respect to India and the rest of the Middle East but less 
and less eager to reform Egypt’s internal affairs. On several occasions the 
British government, especially in 1924 and 1929 when the Labour Party 
was in power, tried to negotiate with Egypt for a treaty to replace the Four 
Reserved Points. These attempts always foundered on the intransigence of 
the second party to the struggle, the Wafd Party. This was the popular 
Egyptian nationalist movement, led by Sad Zaghlul until his death in 1927, 
then less ably by Mustafa al-Nahhas until the 1952 revolution. Its insistence 
on Egypt’s complete independence made the Wafd the most popular polit¬ 
ical party by far, among Copts as well as Muslims. It could win any free 
election in which it chose to run candidates for Parliament. 

It might have held power longer had it not antagonized the third party in 
the power triangle, King Fuad, who wanted to augment his own power at 
the expense of parliamentary government. He could count on the coopera¬ 
tion of rival parties and politicians to form governments more amenable 
than the Wafd to his wishes. The king could also make appointments 
within the Egyptian army, civil administration, and ulama. In 1930, when 
the contest between the Wafd and the British grew too intense, Fuad and 
his prime minister declared a state of emergency, replaced the 1923 consti¬ 
tution with a more authoritarian one, and turned Egypt’s government into 
a royal dictatorship for the following five years. 

Even though Egyptian politics were chaotic during the 1920s and 1930s, 
these years saw a remarkable renaissance of Arab culture in Egypt. The pro¬ 
liferation of political parties led to soaring numbers of newspapers, maga¬ 
zines, and publishing houses. Egyptian authors, often educated in France, 
began to publish novels, short stories, poems in meters never before used 
in Arabic, and essays about the country’s problems. Taha Husayn, a remark¬ 
able writer trained at al-Azhar and the newly formed Egyptian National 
University, published many essays, one of which argued that most pre- 
Islamic Arabic poetry, long seen by Muslims as the formative influence on 
the Arabic language and hence on the Quran, had not in fact been composed 
until after the time of Muhammad. Another writer argued that Ataturk’s 
controversial abolition of the caliphate in 1924 would do Islam no harm, for 
the religion did not require having a caliph. These essays caused widespread 
controversy when they were published, as educated Egyptians had to decide 
how much they wanted their country to break with hallowed Muslim tradi¬ 
tions. Some Egyptians glorified the pharaonic past at the expense of their 
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Arab-Muslim heritage. Later, when Taha Husayn wrote that Egypt’s cultural 
heritage was as much Greek and Roman as it was Arab, many conservatives 
were scandalized. This was an era of intellectual ferment, one that also saw 
the beginning of Egypt’s film and recording industries and the formation of 
Cairo University. Egypt clearly was emerging as the intellectual capital of the 
Arabic-speaking world. Yet it was not politically independent. 


The Anglo'Egyptian Treaty 

A series of fortuitous events in 1935-1936 seemed to resolve the Egyptian 
question. Mussolini’s Italy, already ruling Libya, menaced both British and 
Egyptian interests by invading Ethiopia. This move helped bring the two 
sides together. Ever more frequent student riots in Cairo revealed the un¬ 
popularity of the existing royal dictatorship under the 1930 constitution. 
The British, hoping for better relations with Egypt, called for a return to 
the 1923 constitution and free elections. The death of King Fuad in 1936 
and the succession of his teenaged son Faruq (under a regency) gave new 
hope to believers in Egyptian democracy. In accordance with the 1923 
constitution, new elections were held in 1936. The Wafd Party predictably 
won. Mustafa al-Nahhas formed a Wafdist ministry, which successfully 
negotiated a treaty with Britain’s foreign secretary, Sir Anthony Eden. Be¬ 
cause it replaced the reserved points that had left Egypt’s independence in 
doubt for fourteen years, this new Anglo-Egyptian Treaty was initially 
popular in both countries. For Britain it guaranteed for at least twenty 
years a large military base from which to defend the Suez Canal, plus bases 
in Cairo and Alexandria as well as in other Egyptian cities, in case a war 
broke out. The question of the Sudan, ruled in fact by Britain, was put on 
the back burner. For Egypt it meant a constitutional monarchy with min¬ 
isters responsible to Parliament, ambassadors in other countries’ capitals, 
membership in the League of Nations, and all the trappings of indepen¬ 
dence so long deferred. Young Faruq was hailed with wild ovations wher¬ 
ever he went, and Sir Anthony Eden became the first foreigner ever to have 
his picture on an Egyptian postage stamp. 


Disillusionment 

Again the high hopes of Egypt’s liberal nationalists were dashed. The 
Wafdist government lasted only eighteen months. King Faruq proved as 
adept as his father in locating anti-Wafd politicians willing to form cabinets 
he liked better than those led by Mustafa al-Nahhas. Even some of the Wafd 
Party leaders found Nahhas so objectionable that they bolted in 1937 to 



Britain's Role in Egypt 


26 


King Faruq 


F aruq (1920-1965) was modern Egypt's second and last king. He was born 
in Cairo, the only son of Egypt's first king, Fuad. He received his education 
in Cairo and later at the Royal Military Academy at Woolwich in England. 
This was cut short, however, when in 1936 he was recalled to Egypt upon his 
father’s death. He was formally crowned king the following year, when he was 
only seventeen. 

Faruq has acquired a very bad reputation. Though at first he was looked 
upon as a promising ruler, devoutly Muslim and dedicated to his people, he 
soon became distracted by petty palace intrigues and moral indiscretions. The 
British high commissioner in Egypt in 1937 seemingly predicted Faruq's fu¬ 
ture when he described him as an “untruthful, capricious, irresponsible, and 
vain” young man of “superficial intelligence and charm of manner.” Is this, 
however, really the whole story? 

When Faruq assumed the throne, he had an understandable ambition to be¬ 
come an effective and respected ruler of Egypt. He also envisaged reforms that 
would have benefited the average Egyptian. But these plans soon foundered 
upon the resistance of an entrenched establishment made up of politicians (the 
king frequently quarreled with the Wafd, Egypt's largest party), bureaucrats, 
and large landowners. Also, Faruq could never accept the fact that the British 
high commissioner, not he, held ultimate power in Egypt. 

Faruq defied the British whenever he could, often in petty ways. When 
Britain dragged Egypt into World War II and the country became a staging 
area for Allied operations, most of the Egyptian people, including the king, 
opposed the presence of a power they regarded as an unwanted occupier. 
Thus, when High Commissioner Sir Miles Lampson ordered Faruq to intern, 
for the duration of the war, his Italian servants, the king replied, “I’ll get rid 
of my Italians when you get rid of yours.” He was referring to Lampson’s Ital¬ 
ian wife. 

King Faruq could have made his life much easier, and his reign perhaps 
longer, if he had gone along with the powers that confronted him. He chose 
instead to act as an independent leader, advocating for the creation of the 
Arab League and later backing the Arabs in the contest for Palestine. Ulti¬ 
mately, Faruq realized that he could not win the struggle against the British or 
the competition with Egyptian politicians, which eventually led him into a life 
of cynicism and self-indulgence—a decline that began in 1942. In 1952 he was 
finally overthrown by Egyptian military officers. He ended up in European ex¬ 
ile, dying in a Rome nightclub when he was only forty-five. 
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form a rival party. Meanwhile, the government was doing little to solve 
Egypt’s pressing economic and social problems. The extremes of wealth 
and poverty were grotesque, all the more so in a country where nearly all 
the people (about 16 million in 1937) lived on 3 percent of the land, in an 
area roughly equal to the entire state of New Jersey. Egypt was becoming 
much more urbanized and somewhat industrialized. Although foreigners 
continued to dominate the ranks of the owner and managerial classes, 
Egyptian industrial capitalists were gaining. In addition, there was a grow¬ 
ing middle class of Egyptian professionals, shopkeepers, clerks, and civil 
servants. The Capitulations, long a drag on Egypt’s independence, were 
abolished in 1937, and even the Mixed Courts, special tribunals for civil 
cases involving foreign nationals, were phased out over the next twelve 
years. No longer would Egypt’s large foreign (and minority) communities 
get special privileges and protection. 

Still, most Egyptian people remained as poor after independence as they 
had been under the British, for the landowners and capitalists who domi¬ 
nated Parliament did not favor social reform. Poverty, illiteracy, and disease 
stalked the lives of most Egyptian workers and peasants to a degree unparal¬ 
leled in Europe or elsewhere in the Middle East. The failure of nationalism 
and liberal democracy to solve these problems led many Egyptians to turn to 
other ideologies. A few intellectuals embraced Marxist communism, even 
though the USSR seemed remote and—in that era of Stalin’s purge trials and 
destruction of the free peasants—unappealing as a model for Egypt to fol¬ 
low. Besides, the communists’ militant atheism made their doctrine abhor¬ 
rent to the Muslim masses. Mussolini’s Italy and Hitler’s Germany provided 
alternative models more attractive to Egyptians disillusioned with liberal de¬ 
mocracy, and a right-wing authoritarian party, Young Egypt, did arise. 

But the most popular Egyptian movement of the 1930s was one wholly 
indigenous to the country, the Society of the Muslim Brothers (al-lkhwan 
al-Muslimun). The Muslim Brothers wanted Egypt to restore the customs 
and institutions of Islam established by Muhammad and his followers. 
Though well known for attacking Christians and Jews, as well as their 
demonstrations against movies, bars, modern female fashions, and other 
“Western innovations,” the Muslim Brothers had a valid point. They were 
reacting against a century (or more) of westernizing reforms that had 
brought little benefit and much harm to the average Egyptian. For most 
Egyptians, the Brothers’ slogan, “The Quran is our constitution,” made 
better sense than the demands for independence and democratic govern¬ 
ment set forth by the Wafd and the other parties. The parliamentary sys¬ 
tem, helpless to solve Egypt’s social problems and incapable of meeting the 
challenges of Young Egypt and the Muslim Brothers, stumbled from one 
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cabinet to the next (most of them coalitions of independent or minor- 
party politicians) as the king kept the Wafd out of power. 


World War II 

Britain and France declared war on Nazi Germany in 1939. As Hitler’s 
troops overran most of Europe, many Egyptians expected Britain to fall 
and hoped to free their country from its army of occupation. Instead Egypt 
became a vast army camp for the Western Allies, although popular feeling 
was hostile. Even King Faruq and his ministers were trying to wriggle out of 
the 1936 Anglo-Egyptian Treaty, as General Rommel’s crack Affika Korps 
swept across Libya into Egypt’s Western Desert in early 1942. With demon¬ 
strators filling Cairo’s streets and calling for a German victory, the British 
ambassador, Sir Miles Lampson, sent tanks to surround the royal palace 
and handed an ultimatum to King Faruq: He must either appoint a Wafdist 
government that would uphold the Anglo-Egyptian Treaty or sign his own 
abdication. After some hesitation, Faruq caved in. Mustafa al-Nahhas, the 
Wafdist leader and hence the standard-bearer for Egypt’s independence 
struggle, came to power at the point of British bayonets. 

Neither Nahhas nor the king ever recovered from Britain’s action, taken 
in the darkest hour of World War II to help save the Western democracies 
from the Nazi menace. Faruq, a handsome and popular youth with high 
political ideals and moral courage, turned into the gargantuan monster 
and dissolute playboy older Egyptians and Westerners remember today. 
Probably, as Egyptians said after Faruq was deposed in 1952, he had been 
spoiled by the people who surrounded him, once he realized that the 
British would not let him rule Egypt. For the rest of the war, thousands of 
soldiers, sailors, and airmen from all parts of the British Commonwealth 
(and the US) poured into Egypt, which was visited by such statesmen as 
Churchill and Roosevelt. Major economic activity throughout the Arab 
world and Iran was coordinated in Cairo by the British-run Middle East 
Supply Center. Industrial and agricultural employment and output 
boomed. So did price inflation, urban congestion, disruption, and crime. 
Egyptians wondered if the end of World War II would lead to popular up¬ 
risings as massive as the great 1919 revolution. 


The Egyptian Revolution 


Between 1945 and 1951 Egypt experienced many uprisings, but no revolu¬ 
tion. One reason was that Britain no longer seemed so potent as a foreign 
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oppressor. Second, the prestige of the Western democracies rose following 
their decisive victory over Germany, Japan, and Italy. Many people hoped 
that the new United Nations organization, of which Egypt was one of the 
founders, would rid the world of war and colonialism. Third, the commu¬ 
nists, who might have had the discipline to lead a revolution, were not 
nearly as strong in Egypt as were their counterparts in Europe. Besides, 
there were no Red Army soldiers in Cairo as there were in Warsaw and Bu¬ 
dapest. Fourth, Egypt’s government managed to distract the people with a 
novel enthusiasm for Arab nationalism. 

Although few Egyptians had viewed themselves as Arabs before, both 
King Faruq and the Wafd began to identify Egypt more closely with the rest 
of the Arab world. They may have been reacting to the rising Arab-Jewish 
contest for Palestine. A more pressing challenge, we think, was Iraqi Premier 
Nuri al-Sa’id’s 1942 proposal for an organic union of all the Arabic-speaking 
countries of the Fertile Crescent: Iraq, Transjordan, Syria, Lebanon, and 
Palestine. Egypt, backed by Saudi Arabia and Yemen (which would also have 
been left out of Nuri’s proposed union), countered by calling for a league of 
Arab states. This Arab League, formally set up in 1945, preserved the sover¬ 
eignty of each Arab country while coordinating their policies on key Arab 
issues. Hoping to uphold its own influence at France’s expense, Britain en¬ 
couraged this trend toward Arab cooperation. The drawback was that the 
Arab states could agree on only one issue: They did not want the Jews to 
form a state in Palestine. 


Frustration and Failure 

Thus Egypt, with all its domestic problems, plus the unresolved issues of 
British rule in the Sudan (which almost all Egyptians wanted restored to 
their country) and British troops within its own borders, diverted its at¬ 
tention and energies to the Palestine issue. To be sure, the Egyptian gov¬ 
ernment went on negotiating with Britain to reduce the number of its 
troops in the Nile Valley. Egypt’s ablest palace politician did manage to ne¬ 
gotiate a treaty with Britain that would have evacuated British troops from 
all parts of Egypt except the Canal Zone. But Wafdist opponents proved 
that Britain and Egypt had not really settled the status of the Sudan, and 
so the treaty was never ratified. In 1947 the Egyptian government took the 
Sudan question to the UN Security Council, claiming that the 1936 treaty 
had been negotiated under duress and that it was contrary to the UN 
Charter. The Security Council, unimpressed by these arguments, called on 
the two parties to resume their long and fruitless negotiations. The British 
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valued their strategic position and continued to build up their base in the 
Canal Zone. 

Meanwhile, Egypt was being drawn into the web of Palestine. In the 
next chapter we discuss conflicting Arab and Jewish claims to the Holy 
Land, but let us state here that Egypt set its policies less to block any Zion¬ 
ist threat to Arab interests than to counter what the other Arab govern¬ 
ments might do. If Egypt ignored the Palestine issue, then Transjordan’s 
Amir Abdallah, a rival of King Faruq, would take the leading role among 
the Arab rulers. If Abdallah resisted any Jewish attempt to form a state in 
Palestine, he might seize control of much (or all) of the country, annexing 
it to his desert kingdom. If he chose to make peace with the Zionists, they 
might divide Palestine between them. Either outcome would strengthen 
Amir Abdallah at King Faruq’s expense. 

The UN General Assembly voted late in 1947 to partition Palestine into 
a Jewish state and an Arab one. Neither Egypt nor most other Arab govern¬ 
ments considered accepting the formation of an Arab state in the limited 
areas allotted by the partition plan; instead, they resolved to fight the plan 
and to throttle the Jewish state as soon as it came into being. Of course, the 
Arabs had valid objections to a partition plan that (as you will soon see) as¬ 
signed over half of Palestine to Zionist Jews who constituted only one-third 
of its 1947 population, but the Egyptian government cared more about Arab 
power politics. Many Egyptians, especially the Muslim Brothers, called for a 
jihad to free Palestine from Zionist colonialism. Faruq, sensing an easy vic¬ 
tory in a popular war, decided (without consulting his cabinet or the Egyp¬ 
tian General Staff) to commit his army to fight in Palestine in May 1948. 

As you might have guessed, Egypt’s army was unprepared for war. Inept 
commanders, crooked politicians who bilked the government on arms pur¬ 
chases, an ill-timed UN cease-fire, and general demoralization of the Egyp¬ 
tian forces led to a crushing defeat. Some Egyptian units fought bravely 
in Palestine, but the victories heralded in the Egyptian newspapers and radio 
broadcasts were imaginary. Early in 1949 Egypt had to sign an armistice 
agreement with the new State of Israel. But even then there was no peace. 


The Fall of the Old Regime 

Defeat in Palestine discredited Egypt’s old regime: the king, the ministers, 
the high-ranking army officers, and the democratic experiment itself. The 
government clamped down on the Muslim Brothers after they assassinated 
the prime minister, but the unrest continued in 1949. Free elections in 1950 
brought back the Wafd Party, this time with an ambitious reform program 
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plus a commitment to drive the remaining British troops from the Nile 
Valley. The latter aim eclipsed the former, as Premier Nahhas repudiated 
the 1936 Anglo-Egyptian Treaty he himself had signed and began sending 
Egyptian commandos to fight against British troops in the Canal Zone. 
Not surprisingly, the British struck back, killing fifty Egyptian policemen in 
January 1952. Now the rumble of popular anger turned into an explosion. 
On a Saturday morning hundreds of Egyptians, better organized than any 
mob of demonstrators had ever been before, fanned across central Cairo 
and set fire to such European landmarks as Shepheard’s Hotel, Groppi’s 
Restaurant, the Turf Club, the Ford Motor Company showroom, and many 
bars and nightclubs. Only after much of Cairo had burned to the ground 
did either Faruq or Nahhas try to stop the rioting, looting, and killing. 
“Black Saturday” proved that the old regime could no longer govern Egypt. 
Who would? Some people thought the Muslim Brothers had set the fire 
and were about to seize power. Others looked to the communists. Few sus¬ 
pected that the army, humiliated in Palestine and generally assumed to be 
under palace control, would take over Egypt and kick out the king. 


The 19 52 Military Coup 

However, on 23 July 1952, the army did just that. An officers’ secret society, 
using a popular general named Muhammad Nagib as its front man, seized 
control of the government in a bloodless coup d’etat. Neither Britain nor 
the US intervened to stop them. Three days later Faruq abdicated and went 
into exile. Sweeping reforms followed as the patriotic young officers, like 
their counterparts in Turkey a generation earlier, took the places and pow¬ 
ers (though not the perquisites) of the rich leaders of the old regime. Polit¬ 
ical parties were abolished and the Parliament dissolved. The military junta 
would rule until a new political system, which the officers said would be 
more truly democratic, could replace the discredited 1923 constitution. A 
land reform decree limited the total area any Egyptian might own to about 
200 acres (81 hectares). All excess lands were bought from their owners 
with government bonds and redistributed (along with the royal estates) to 
Egypt’s landless peasants. Many schools and factories were opened. Foreign 
supporters began to claim that Egypt’s new rulers, the first real Egyptians to 
govern the country in more than 2,000 years, were also the best Egypt had 
ever had. But early in 1954, the figurehead leader, General Nagib, widely 
viewed as a moderate, was eased from power by the real mastermind of the 
young officers, Colonel Gamal Abd al-Nasir (often anglicized as Gamal 
Abdel Nasser). Nagib’s removal and later house arrest dampened the en¬ 
thusiasm of some foreigners—and Egyptians—for the revolution. 



A Strange Ending ❖ 267 


Settlement of the Suez Canal Issue 

The early Nasir regime was determined to settle the Egyptian question once 
and for all. With heavy pressure put on Britain by the US, which hoped to 
bring Egypt into a Middle Eastern anticommunist alliance comparable to 
NATO, Anglo-Egyptian talks resumed. Britain finally agreed in 1954 to leave 
its Suez Canal base, the largest military installation outside the communist 
bloc, but on terms that would let British troops reoccupy the canal in case 
of an attack on any Arab League country or on Turkey, presumably by the 
USSR. British civilian technicians might also stay in the Canal Zone. Some 
Egyptian nationalists balked at these conditions, as earlier they had opposed 
Egypt’s concession that the Sudanese people might decide by a plebiscite 
between union with Egypt and complete independence. They voted for in¬ 
dependence, despite the blandishments of the Egyptian officers. Nasir was 
widely accused of being a fascist or an imperialist lackey. The communists 
even called him Gamal Abd al-Dulles (referring to the US secretary of state), 
but on 18 June 1956, the last British soldier left the Suez Canal base. For the 
first time since 1882, no British troops remained in Egypt. 


A Strange Ending 

Egypt’s independence struggle should have ended then, but it did not. In 
October 1956 British and French paratroopers landed at Port Said and reoc¬ 
cupied the Suez Canal, while Israel’s army pushed westward across the Sinai 
Peninsula. The full story is recounted later in the text, but a few points 
should be addressed here. The British government that ordered the invasion 
was led by the man who had negotiated the 1936 Anglo-Egyptian Treaty and 
its 1954 replacement—Sir Anthony Eden. He attacked Egypt because Nasir 
in July 1956 had nationalized the Suez Canal Company—the symbol of 
Egypt’s subjugation to foreign powers, but also the lifeline of the British 
Commonwealth and of the European oil-consuming nations. The world’s 
superpowers, the US and the USSR, joined forces to pressure the British, 
French, and Israelis to stop their attack and to pull out of Egypt’s territory. 
Meanwhile, the Nasir government expelled thousands of British subjects 
and French citizens from Egypt and seized their property, thus ending much 
of what remained of Western economic power within the country. Nasir had 
finished the struggle for Egypt’s independence, but at a cost of much West¬ 
ern anger against his regime and his country. 




SIXTEEN 


The Contest for Palestine 


Palestine, the “twice-promised land” as British wags used to call it, has 
caused more ink to spill than any other Middle Eastern issue in modern 
times—even more ink than blood. Many assume that the contest for 
Palestine, which in 1948 became the Arab-Israeli conflict, is the main 
cause of the troubles throughout the Middle East. Actually, Palestine or 
Israel is only one of the trouble spots in the contemporary Middle East. 
Civil wars, hijackings, assassinations, kidnappings, revolutions, invasions, 
and refugee problems have occurred in many Middle Eastern countries. 
Yet it is hard to name any problem in today’s Middle East that has not 
somehow been affected by the Arab-Israeli conflict. Certainly the atten¬ 
tion that the major powers, the United Nations, and legions of propagan¬ 
dists for both sides have paid to the conflict shows how large it looms in 
the world today. 


Origins 

How did the Arab-Israeli conflict begin? Does it go back to Abraham’s two 
sons, Isaac (the ancestor of the Jews) and Ishmael (the Arabs’ progenitor)? 
Did the wars between the Hebrews and the Canaanites, to whom Palestine 
had belonged earlier, start it? Did Muhammad’s quarrel with the Jews of 
Medina intensify it? Is it a religious war between Judaism and Islam? The 
Arabs say that it is not and that the Jews were always welcome to settle and 
prosper in Muslim lands. The Zionists reply that the Jews under Muslim rule 
were usually second-class citizens (as were all other non-Muslims). Both 
sides agree that Christian anti-Semitism (a regrettable term for prejudice 
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against Jews, inasmuch as Arabs are Semites, too) was worse, but that his¬ 
toric prejudice sets a poor standard for religious toleration. 

Jews and Arabs have some common traits. Both use Semitic languages 
and they often resemble each other. Each looks back to a golden age early 
in its history, to an era of political power, economic prosperity, and cul¬ 
tural flowering. For each people, that era was followed by a long time span 
during which their political destinies were controlled by outsiders. Be¬ 
cause of their long subjugation, the birth of nationalism (which began in 
the late nineteenth century for both Jews and Arabs) was slow, painful, 
and uncertain. Neither group felt good about leaving its revealed religion 
for a modern ideology of collective self-love. Both suspected others of 
exploiting them. Both feared that when the chips were down, the whole 
world would turn against them. On the strength of the Bible and 2,000 
years of religious tradition, Zionist Jews believed that the land of Israel 
(basically parts of what are now Israel and Jordan) would be restored to 
them someday and that the Temple would be rebuilt in Jerusalem. Only in 
the land of Israel had the Jews flourished as a sovereign nation. Muslim 
Arabs believed that Palestine, for so long a part of the umma and contain¬ 
ing Jerusalem, a city holy to them as well as to Jews and Christians, could 
not be alienated from the lands ruled by Islam. How could Muslim and 
Christian Arabs, who had lived in Palestine for 1,300 years (indeed longer, 
for the seventh-century Arab conquest had not displaced the earlier 
inhabitants), give up their claim? Were the rights of the Palestinians any 
less than the national rights of the Turks, Iranians, Egyptians, or Arabs liv¬ 
ing elsewhere? 

Such arguments as these have come up so often during our own times 
that we naturally think they always did. This really is not true. Although 
Jews and Arabs have claims to Palestine going back hundreds of years, the 
real contest was just starting when World War I broke out. At that time, few 
foresaw how strong it would be. The duration and intensity of what we 
now call the Arab-Israeli conflict were due to the rise of nationalism in 
modern times. We have already studied the Arab nationalist movement 
in Chapter 13, with additional glances in the intervening chapters; now it 
is time to look at the history of Zionism. This chapter carries the contest 
for Palestine (itself a debatable and ill-defined geographical term) up to 
the creation of Israel as the Jewish state. You will soon see why we stress the 
struggle between Arab nationalism and political Zionism. In later chapters, 
as we examine the various phases of the Arab-Israeli conflict, you will also 
see why it is so intense, so hard to resolve, and so relevant to other Middle 
East conflicts. 
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Prefatory Remarks 

Let us first define political Zionism. Zionism is the belief that the Jews con¬ 
stitute a nation (or, to use a less loaded term, a people ) and that they de¬ 
serve the liberties of other such groups, including the right to return to 
what they consider their ancestral homeland, the land of Israel (or Pales¬ 
tine). Political Zionism is the belief that the Jews should form and main¬ 
tain a state for themselves there. 

Not every Jew is a Zionist. Some Jews identify solely with the countries 
in which they are citizens or reject altogether the idea of nationalism or 
believe that the only meaningful affirmation of Jewishness is observance 
of their religion, its laws, and its traditions. Not every Zionist is a Jew. 
Some Christians believe that the restoration of the Jews to Palestine or the 
creation of Israel must precede the second coming of Christ. Many Gen¬ 
tiles (non-Jews) back Israel out of admiration for Jews or Israelis or out of 
guilt for past wrongs committed against Jews by czarist Russia and Nazi 
Germany. Even some Gentiles who dislike Jews support Israel, perhaps be¬ 
cause Zionism stresses the uniqueness of Jews, as do anti-Semites (oppo¬ 
nents of Jews), and because it opposes the assimilation of Jews into Gentile 
society. Likewise, anti-Zionists are not necessarily anti-Semites. Some may 
be pro-Arab out of sincere conviction. Some people who favor Jews and 
Judaism still think that Zionism and the creation of Israel have done them 
more harm than good. This is a point that Jews should keep in mind. For 
their part, non-Jews must realize that expressions of opposition—or even 
skepticism—toward Zionism and Israel do sound anti-Semitic to many 
Jews. We all must discuss Zionism with care if Jews and Gentiles, or Arabs 
and non-Arabs, are to understand each other and reach peace in the Mid¬ 
dle East. 


Jewish Nationalism 

To return to our definition, Zionism is a nationalist movement similar to 
Arab nationalism and other Middle Eastern nationalisms we have already 
studied. It may seem odd to Americans that Jews should call themselves a 
“nation.” No one speaks of a Catholic or a Methodist nation in the US. 
American Jews do not view themselves as Israelis, nor do Israelis so regard 
them. Nevertheless, a belief prevails among all Jews—Orthodox, Conserv¬ 
ative, Reconstructionist, Reform, and nonobservant—that they do consti¬ 
tute one people and that their collective survival depends on mutual 
support and cooperation. Even persons of Jewish ancestry who do not 
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practice Judaism—indeed, even those who have converted to another 
faith—are still apt to be regarded as Jews unless they make strenuous ef¬ 
forts to prove they are not. Most Gentiles realize these facts, at least dimly. 

The idea that the Jews are a nation is deeply rooted in the Bible: A no¬ 
madic tribe, the Hebrews, came to think that their deity was in fact the one 
true God, YHWH (Jehovah in English). He had chosen them for his love 
and protection because they had chosen him; he had commanded them to 
keep his covenant and obey his laws from generation to generation; he had 
led them out of Egyptian bondage and brought them safely to Canaan, 
which they called the land of Israel, for he had promised it to the seed of 
Abraham. Because Arabs as well as Jews claim descent from Abraham, the 
term land of Israel restricts its possession to the descendants of Jacob (that 
is, the Israelites). Even though the Israelites at times married outside their 
tribe and even though other peoples converted to their faith, they re¬ 
garded all as being, at least in principle, children of Israel. Identification 
with the land of Israel was central to their religion. Their festivals were— 
and are—tied to its agricultural seasons. Many of their laws and customs 
can be understood only in relation to the land of Israel in which they were 
first practiced. Jerusalem is featured in prayers and common expressions 
and is a symbol of the Jewish people’s hopes and fears. Jew originally 
meant “one from Judea,” the region in which Jerusalem is the main city; 
only later did it take on a religious significance. 


The Jews in Dispersion 

For at least two millennia, most Jews have not been Judeans, nor until re¬ 
cently could it be said that they possessed Jerusalem or even that they 
spoke Hebrew (although they did read the Bible in that language). Jews 
kept their identity as a people by their observance of the faith and laws of 
Judaism and by their wish to survive as one people, even without having 
land, a common tongue, a state, or most of the other attributes of nation¬ 
hood. No matter how tenuous might seem the ties between the Jews and 
their ancestral land, they never forgot them. More in good times and fewer 
in bad, Jews went back to Jerusalem to devote portions of their lives to 
study and contemplation or to be buried near its walls. There were always 
some Jews living in Palestine, and many believed that only those who lived 
there could feel wholly Jewish. The common anti-Jewish attitude of Euro¬ 
pean Christians enhanced Jewish solidarity and identification with the 
land. Jews in Muslim lands were better treated and knew that they were 
free to live in Palestine, but only a few actually did so. 
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The European Enlightenment and the rise of liberal democracy freed 
many Western Jews from discrimination and isolation. Some reacted 
against the idea of Jewish solidarity, which they associated with ghetto 
poverty, and against identifying with a land of Israel that most would never 
see. A Jewish enlightenment (Hebrew: Haskala ) grew up in the late eigh¬ 
teenth century, leading in Germany and the US to what is called Reform 
Judaism and to greater Jewish assimilation into Western society. This as¬ 
similation caused some people to deny their Jewishness and convert to 
Christianity (for example, Heinrich Heine and the parents of such famous 
men as Karl Marx, Felix Mendelssohn, and Benjamin Disraeli). If the 
Haskala had been stronger and more pervasive, would all Western Jews 
have assimilated? Then we might never have heard of Zionism. But most 
Western Jews did not live in the US, England, or even Germany; the major¬ 
ity could be found in czarist Russia (especially Poland) and in various parts 
of the declining multinational empires of the Habsburgs and the Otto¬ 
mans. When the peoples of Eastern Europe began to embrace nationalist 
ideas, they had to fight against desperate autocrats to gain their freedom. 
The local Jews got caught in the middle. Law-abiding and usually loyal to 
their rulers, they often were viewed by the nationalists as enemies in their 
midst. Some rulers also tried to deflect nationalist anger from themselves 
by using the Jews as scapegoats, stirring up pogroms (organized attacks) 
against Jewish ghettos and villages. 

How did East European Jews react to this new persecution from govern¬ 
ments they had long obeyed? Some withdrew into piety and mysticism. 
Some fled to Western Europe or North America. A few converted in order 
to blend into the majority culture. Others tried to revive Hebrew as a liter¬ 
ary language (just as Arab nationalism had begun as a literary revival). A 
few Jews—and more than a few Christians—said that the only way for the 
Jews to escape persecution was to move to Palestine and rebuild their state 
in the land of Israel. The idea that Jews constitute a nation (Zionism by 
our definition) is nothing new, but saying that the Jewish nation should 
revive its ancient state in Palestine (the idea we call political Zionism) was 
indeed revolutionary for the nineteenth century. 


The Beginnings of Political Zionism 


Like most revolutionary doctrines, political Zionism started with very few 
supporters. Most rabbis said that the Jews could not be restored to the 
land of Israel until after God had sent the Messiah. Jews must be careful. 
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Many false messiahs had led people astray by their extravagant claims, 
causing much suffering. Some said that nationalism was a form of collec¬ 
tive self-love that ran counter to Judaism’s basic commandment: “You shall 
love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and 
with all your might” (Deut. 6:5). Nevertheless, some nineteenth-century 
rabbis began thinking along other lines. One wrote that the Jews should 
return to the land of Israel to await the Messiah. As early as 1843 another 
rabbi urged rich Jews to form a corporation to colonize the country, train 
young Jews in self-defense, and teach farming and other practical subjects. 
Some Haskala thinkers hoped that this rebuilding of the Jewish homeland 
would bring young people closer to nature and make them more like Gen¬ 
tiles. Moses Hess, one of the first German socialists, argued in Rome and 
Jerusalem (1862) that Jews could form a truly socialistic nation-state in the 
land of Israel. 

Hess’s book was little read (until much later), but another early Zionist 
work, Leon Pinsker’s Auto-Emancipation (1882), had immense influence in 
Russia. Official persecution was reaching new heights at this time, as the 
czarist regime implemented a series of so-called May Laws that restricted 
Russian areas in which Jews might live and put artificially low quotas on the 
admission of Jews to the universities and the professions. Pinsker’s book 
was the first systematic attempt to prove that Jews were vulnerable to anti- 
Semitism because they lacked a country of their own. It inspired Russian 
Jews to form Zionist clubs and study groups in Russia. Their federation, 
Chovevei Tzion (Lovers of Zion), spread from Russia to other countries 
where Jews lived. A more activist movement, BILU (Hebrew: Beit Yacov 
Ichu vnelcha; To the House of Jacob go and we will follow), sent groups of 
young Russian Jews to Palestine. Immigrants in these two organizations 
made up what historians of Zionism call the “first aliya.” Aliya really means 
“going up,” the term Jews had long used for going to Jerusalem, set among 
the Judean hills, but it came to mean “going to the land of Israel.” Jewish im¬ 
migrants were called olim (ascenders). 


Early Jewish Settlers 

The Zionist olim found other Jewish newcomers in Palestine. There were 
always mystics and scholars going to Jerusalem and the other main centers 
of Jewish culture: Tiberias, Safed, and Hebron. Moreover, there were al¬ 
ready immigrants buying land and trying to farm it. They got help from a 
Jewish educational organization, the Alliance Israelite Universelle (Univer¬ 
sal Jewish Alliance). The Alliance set up modern, French-speaking schools 
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for Jews throughout North Africa and the Middle East, upgrading their 
standard of education in the late nineteenth century. It also founded an 
agricultural school near Jaffa in 1870, a great help to the settlers even 
though the Alliance did not favor a Jewish state. At this time the total 
number of Jewish settlers in Palestine could not have exceeded 20,000; the 
local inhabitants, numbering about 570,000, spoke Arabic. The land was 
governed by the Ottoman Empire—inefficient, corrupt, and suspicious of 
the Zionists. Not a few Jewish settlers quit in disgust and went home—or 
to the US. 


Theodor Herzl 

Zionism based solely on Russian resources—mainly youthful enthusiasm— 
probably would not have lasted. What gave the movement endurance and 
wider appeal was the work of an assimilated Jewish journalist living in Vi¬ 
enna, Theodor Herzl, who in 1896 wrote Der Judenstaat (The Jews’ State), 
an eloquent plea for political Zionism. Because Herzl was a popular writer, 
his book carried the ideas of Pinsker and other early Zionists to thousands 
of German-speaking Jews. Their conversion to Zionism enabled Herzl to 
bring together the first International Zionist Congress in Basel, Switzerland, 
in 1897. At its conclusion, the conferees adopted the following resolution: 

The goal of Zionism is the establishment for the Jewish people of a home in 
Palestine guaranteed by public law. The Congress anticipates the following 
means to reach that goal: 

1. The promotion, in suitable ways, of the colonization of Palestine 
by Jewish agricultural and industrial workers. 

2. The organizing and uniting of all Jews by means of suitable insti¬ 
tutions, local and international, in compliance with the laws of all 
countries. 

3. The strengthening and encouraging of Jewish national sentiment 
and awareness. 

4. Introducing moves towards receiving governmental approval 
where needed for the realization of Zionism’s goal. 

Herzl proceeded to work unremittingly toward the formation of the 
Jewish state by writing more books, making speeches, and courting sup¬ 
port from rich Jews and various European governments as well as from 
the Jewish middle class. At one time he even got an offer from the British 
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government (often misnamed the “Uganda Scheme”) that would have let 
the Zionists settle in what later would be called Kenya’s White Highlands. 
But most of Herzl’s followers, especially the Russian Jews, emphatically re¬ 
fused to form a state anywhere outside the land of Israel, saying that “there 
can be no Zionism without Zion.” The movement split on this issue and 
others. When Herzl died in 1904, it seemed likely that the high hopes of 
early Zionism would never be realized. 


The Second Aliya 

If Herzl’s life and teachings constituted the first event that saved political 
Zionism, the second was the large-scale emigration of Jews from Russia fol¬ 
lowing its abortive 1905 revolution. Even though most decided to seek free¬ 
dom and opportunity in that goldene medina (a Yiddish expression meaning 
“land of gold”) overseas, the US, some of the most idealistic men and 
women chose Palestine instead. With intense fervor and dedication, these 
Jewish settlers of the “second aliya i” (1905-1914) built up the fledgling insti¬ 
tutions of their community in Palestine: schools, newspapers, theaters, 
sports clubs, trade unions, worker-owned factories, and political parties. Be¬ 
cause the Jews entering Palestine had spoken so many different languages in 
the countries from which they had come, the olim made a concerted effort 
to revive Hebrew as a spoken and written language. Soon Jewish children 
and young adults in Palestine were speaking Hebrew as their first language. 

Their most famous achievement was a novel experiment in agricultural 
settlement called the kibbutz (collective farm), in which all houses, animals, 
and farming equipment belonged to the group as a whole, all decisions 
were made democratically, and all jobs (including cooking, cleaning, and 
child rearing) were shared by the members. Not all kibbutzim succeeded, 
but the best survived because their members were dedicated to rebuilding 
the Jewish national home and to redeeming the land by their own labor. 
Although most olim went to live in the cities, including what became the 
first all-Jewish city in modern history, Tel Aviv, those who chose the kib¬ 
butzim have come to typify Israel’s pioneer spirit: idealistic, self-reliant, 
and rather contemptuous of outsiders. The kibbutzniks toiled extremely 
long hours for what at first were pitiful material benefits, but they were de¬ 
termined to develop their lands (bought for them by the Jewish National 
Fund at high prices from absentee Arab and Turkish landlords) without re¬ 
sorting to cheap Arab peasant labor, a step toward Jewish self-reliance but 
also toward the exclusion of Arab Palestinians from their homeland. 

Because the pioneers of the second aliya were brave and resourceful 
people, the founders of what would become the State of Israel, we may 
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forget that most of the olim soon lost their zeal for this risky and unre¬ 
warding adventure. Hot summers, windy and rainy winters, malarial 
swamps, rocky hills, sandy desert soil, and frequent crop failures dimmed 
the fervor of many young pioneers. Arab nomads and peasants raided the 
kibbutzim. Their cousins in Jaffa and Jerusalem eyed Zionism with suspi¬ 
cion. As their own nationalist feelings grew, the Arabs understandably op¬ 
posed a colonization scheme that seemed likely to dispossess them, reduce 
them to second-class status, or break up Syria. Already they were protest¬ 
ing in their press and in the Ottoman parliament against these foreign set¬ 
tlers and their plans to build up a Jewish state in Palestine. The Ottoman 
government, both before and after the 1908 Young Turk revolution, ob¬ 
structed Jewish colonization for fear of adding yet another nationality 
problem to those in the Balkans and the Arab lands that were already tear¬ 
ing its empire apart. No European government would risk offending Is¬ 
tanbul by supporting Jewish settlement in Palestine. 


Britain and the Palestine Problem 

World War I was the third event that saved political Zionism. Both sides 
thought they needed Jewish backing. In 1914 Berlin was the main center of 
the Zionist movement. Most politically articulate Jews lived in (and backed) 
the countries that made up the Central Powers: Germany, Austria-Hungary, 
and the Ottoman Empire. Up to 1917, when the US entered World War I on 
the side of the Allies, American Jews tended to favor the Central Powers be¬ 
cause they hated the tyranny of czarist Russia, from which so many Jews 
had barely managed to escape. The overthrow of the regime in March 1917 
made Russia easier to support, but now the issue facing its new government 
(which most Russian Jews favored) was how to stay in the war at all. That 
year was crucial in World War I. Germany, too, wanted Jewish support but 
could not espouse Zionism owing to its ties with the Ottoman Empire, 
which still held Palestine. This is when the British government stepped in. 


The Balfour Declaration 

Britain, though it had relatively few Jewish subjects, could speak out most 
forcefully for Zionism. There the leading Zionist advocate was Chaim Weiz- 
mann, a chemist who won fame early in the war by synthesizing acetone, a 
chemical (hitherto imported from Germany) used in making explosives. 
Weizmann’s discoveries made him known to leading journalists and thus 
to cabinet ministers. The prime minister, Lloyd George, had come to favor 
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Zionism from reading the Bible. Weizmann also won the backing of the 
foreign secretary, Lord Balfour. It was he who informed British Zionists of 
the cabinet s decision to support their cause in a letter that became known 
as the Balfour Declaration. The letter stated: 

His Majesty's Government view with favor the establishment in Palestine of 
a national home for the Jewish people, and will use their best endeavors to 
facilitate the achievement of this object, it being clearly understood that 
nothing shall be done which may prejudice the civil and religious rights of 
the existing non-Jewish communities in Palestine, or the rights and political 
status enjoyed by Jews in any other country. 

Since this declaration has come to be seen as the founding document of 
political Zionism, it deserves our careful scrutiny. It does not say that 
Britain would turn Palestine into a Jewish state. In fact, it does not specify 
what would be the borders of Palestine, which the British were then in the 
process of taking from the Turks. The British government promised only to 
work for the creation of a Jewish national home in Palestine. Moreover, it 
pledged not to harm the civil and religious (but not political) rights of 
Palestine's “existing non-Jewish communities”—namely, the 93 percent 
of its inhabitants, Muslim and Christian, who spoke Arabic and dreaded 
being cut off from other Arabs as second-class citizens within a Jewish na¬ 
tional home. Both Britain and the Zionist movement would have to find a 
way to assuage these people’s fears and to guarantee their rights. They never 
did. Here, in short, is what Arabs see as the nub of the contest for Palestine. 
Even now its toughest issue is to define and uphold the legitimate rights of 
the Palestinians. 

The Balfour Declaration also had to take into account the fears of Jews 
who chose to remain outside Palestine and who would not want to lose 
the rights and status they had won in such liberal democracies as England, 
France, and the US. Up to the rise of Hitler, Zionism had the backing of 
only a minority of these Jews. What the Balfour Declaration seemed to en¬ 
sure was that the British government would control Palestine after the war 
with a commitment to build the Jewish national home there. Let us see 
what really happened. 


The British Occupation 

When World War I ended, Britain’s Egyptian Expeditionary Force and 
Faysal’s Arab army jointly occupied the area that would become Palestine. 
The British set up in Jerusalem a provisional military government that 



Britain and the Palestine Problem ❖ 279 


soon became embroiled in a struggle between Jewish settlers, who were 
entering Palestine in large numbers and hastening to form their state, and 
the Arab inhabitants, who were resisting their efforts. Zionist writers often 
accuse British officers and officials of having stirred up Arab resentment. 
This is unfair if they mean the period from 1918 to 1922, although later 
Britain did favor the Arabs in Palestine. True, some British troops came 
from Egypt or the Sudan and knew better how to treat Arabs, who were 
usually polite, than to deal with East European Jewish immigrants, who 
could be intransigent because of their past suffering under czars and sul¬ 
tans. Some British officials assumed that, because of the communist take¬ 
over in Russia, Jews from that country favored the Bolsheviks. In fact, only 
a few did. There were ample grounds for suspicion between British impe¬ 
rialists and Zionist colonists. 

But Arabs could draw their own conclusions about Jewish immigration, 
the Balfour Declaration, the cover-up of the King-Crane Commission s 
anti-Zionist report, and Britain’s suppression of revolutions in Egypt and 
Iraq. As early as April 1920, the Palestinian Arabs revolted, venting their 
frustrations and fears in attacks on the Jewish community. It was the open¬ 
ing chapter in the Arab nationalist revolution in Palestine, a struggle still 
going on today. The Zionists complained, not unreasonably, that Britain 
encouraged it by punishing the rebels too lightly and protecting the Jewish 
settlers too little. This was also the time when the Allies met at San Remo to 
assign the mandates in the Arab world, putting Palestine under British con¬ 
trol. Once the Colonial Office took over the administration of Palestine 
from the army, Britain should have devised a clearer and fairer policy to¬ 
ward both Jews and Arabs. But this was not to be. 


The Palestine Mandate 

In the ensuing years, Britain’s Palestine policy seemed to go in two oppo¬ 
site directions. In the international arena, on the one hand, it tended to 
back Zionist aims because of Jewish political pressure on London and, in¬ 
deed, on the League of Nations, based in Geneva. In Palestine, on the other 
hand, British officials favored the Arabs, often influenced by concern for 
Muslim opinion in neighboring countries and in India. Remember that 
these were general tendencies, not hard-and-fast rules. When the League 
of Nations (confirming what Britain and France had already decided at 
San Remo) awarded the Palestine mandate in 1922, it specifically charged 
Britain with carrying out the Balfour Declaration. In other words, Britain 
had to encourage Jews to migrate to Palestine and to settle there, help cre¬ 
ate the Jewish “national home,” and even set up a “Jewish agency” to assist 
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the British authorities in developing that national home, which none 
dared to call a “state.” 

The Palestine mandate could not be the same as the Leagues mandates 
for Syria and Iraq, which were to help them evolve into independent states 
(thus requiring that they be given constitutions within three years). Syri¬ 
ans and Iraqis were told that the mandates would prepare them for self- 
rule, although many doubted that the French and British would really do 
so. In Palestine, however, although most of its inhabitants were Arabs, it 
was the Jewish national home that was to be created, a publicly declared 
intention to create a Western colonial entity. What was the real meaning of 
the Palestine mandate’s call for “self-governing institutions,” with no defi¬ 
nite deadline for their creation? The Arabs suspected that the British man¬ 
date would hold them in colonial bondage until the Jews achieved a 
majority in Palestine and could set up their state. 


Beginnings of the Anglo-Zionist Rift 

In reality, though, the British started effacing the mandate’s pro-Zionist 
features before the ink was even dry. In 1922 Colonial Secretary Winston 
Churchill issued a white paper denying that the British government meant 
to make Palestine as Jewish as England was English (Weizmann’s expres¬ 
sion) or to give preference to Jews over Arabs. Its fateful provision was to 
restrict Jewish immigration to fit Palestine’s “absorptive capacity.” This re¬ 
striction did not hurt Anglo-Zionist relations in the 1920s, when Jewish 
immigration rarely filled the quotas, but after the rise of Hitler the question 
of Palestine’s ability to absorb Jews would become a major issue indeed. 

Another British action that seemed to violate the mandate was the cre¬ 
ation of the Emirate of Transjordan, removing the two-thirds of Palestine 
that lay east of the Jordan River from the area in which the Jews could de¬ 
velop their national home. Actually, there could hardly have been many Jews 
wanting to settle in the lands once held by the heirs of Gad, Reuben, and 
Manasseh, but the Zionists viewed Britain’s attempt to give Abdallah a king¬ 
dom as a needless concession to Arab nationalism. The British claimed that 
this first partition of Palestine was only temporary. But as the French did 
not leave Syria and as Abdallah built up a bureaucracy and an army (the 
British-officered Arab Legion) in Amman, the separation of Transjordan 
became more and more set in stone. Most Jewish leaders in Palestine still 
chose to work with the British, but some turned to direct and even violent 
resistance, especially a group known as the Revisionists. They were formed 
by Vladimir Jabotinsky, who had set up a Jewish legion during World War I 
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and the Jews’ first self-defense militia during the 1920 Arab rebellion. 
Jabotinsky represented the ultranationalist right wing of the Zionist spec¬ 
trum, and his views would influence those of such recent Israeli leaders as 
Menachem Begin, Yitzhak Shamir, Benjamin Netanyahu, and Ariel Sharon. 


The Jewish Governor and the Nationalist Mufti 
Britain’s first civilian governor in Palestine was Sir Herbert Samuel. Al¬ 
though he was a prominent Zionist, he tried hard to be fair to all sides, so 
that Palestinian Arabs as well as Jews would accept him. He went so far as 
to name an ardent young nationalist, Hajj Amin al-Husayni, to be the 
chief mufti (Muslim legal officer) of Jerusalem, even though other candi¬ 
dates for the post were backed by the Muslim notables. Samuel probably 
hoped to tame him with a small taste of power, but Hajj Amin used his 
control of the awqaf and appointments to key Muslim posts to become the 
leader of Palestinian Arab nationalism. Although his flamboyant personal¬ 
ity won him enemies as well as friends among the Palestinian Arabs, he be¬ 
came so influential as a spokesman and revolutionary leader that the 
British finally deported him in 1937. 

Samuel encouraged both Jews and Arabs to form their own institutions. 
The Jews in Palestine went on developing organizations covering nearly 
every aspect of their lives, including the Jewish Agency as a body represent¬ 
ing world Jewry and the Vaad Le’umi, a consultative national council for 
the Jewish settlers. Political parties mushroomed, each having its own 
unique blend of socialism, nationalism, and religion. The general labor fed¬ 
eration, called Histadrut, set up factories, food-processing plants, and even 
a construction company. It also organized the underground defense orga¬ 
nization, Haganah, formed after the 1920 rebellion. The Arabs, divided by 
family and religious loyalties, failed to create comparable organizations or 
even a united nationalist party. Instead, they pursued an obstructionist pol¬ 
icy that hindered their cause outside the country. Britain tried in 1923 to 
set up a legislative council that would have given the Arabs ten out of 
twenty-two seats, but the Arabs refused, accurately noting that the two 
seats designated for the Jews and the ten for the British were disproportion¬ 
ately high for their numbers. The Palestinian Arabs sought out Sa’d Zagh- 
lul, the Wafd Party leader, hoping for Egyptian support. After hearing their 
complaints, Sa’d bluntly told their delegation to go back and make peace 
with the Jewish colonists. Other Arab and Muslim leaders did more to en¬ 
courage Palestinian Arab resistance, but as they were all outside Palestine 
and had their own problems, they gave little material aid. 



282 ❖ 16 The Contest for Palestine 










Britain and the Palestine Problem *♦♦ 283 


In the days of Samuel and his immediate successor, it looked as if Jewish- 
Arab differences could be resolved. The number of Jewish olim shrank; 
in 1926-1928 more Jews left Palestine than entered it. There was also a com¬ 
plementary relationship—ill concealed by each side s propaganda—between 
settlers and natives, between Jewish technical expertise and Arab knowledge 
of local conditions, and between Jewish capital and Arab labor. Wise British 
administration could have moderated their differences. There were always 
Jews who advocated friendly relations with Arabs, as well as Arabs who, qui¬ 
etly, welcomed Jewish immigration and investment; maybe they would take 
the lead if both sides toned down their most extreme claims. 


A New Arab-Jewish Clash 

These hopes were dashed by the 1929 Wailing Wall Incident. The issues 
were complex. The Wailing Wall (more properly called the Western Wall) is 
a remnant of the second Jewish Temple and an object of veneration to most 
Jews. To some it symbolizes the hope that some day the Temple will be re¬ 
built and the ancient Jewish rituals revived. However, the Western Wall also 
forms a part of the enclosure surrounding the historic Temple Mount or 
Sacred Enclosure (Arabic: al-Haram al-Sharif) on which stand the Dome of 
the Rock and al-Aqsa Mosque, pilgrimage centers almost as important for 
Muslims as Mecca and Medina. Legally, it had been a waqf since the time of 
Salah al-Din. Muslims feared that Jewish actions before the Western Wall 
could lead to their pressing a claim to the Temple Mount. 

In 1928 Jewish worshipers at the wall brought benches to sit on and a 
screen to separate men from women. Muslims viewed this activity as an at¬ 
tempt by Jews to strengthen their claims to the Western Wall. These actions 
violated mutually accepted rules that sought to maintain traditional prac¬ 
tices. Positioning the screen blocked the narrow public thoroughfare used 
by the local Arab residents. Unable to persuade the Jews to take away the 
benches and screen, the police removed them forcibly, causing provocative 
Zionist protests. Several fights broke out between Arabs and Jews. During 
the following year, these escalated into a small civil war, causing hundreds 
of casualties on both sides. Arabs perpetrated massacres elsewhere in Pales¬ 
tine, notably Hebron, where they killed most of the Jewish inhabitants and 
forced the others to leave. British police could not protect innocent civil¬ 
ians. When the Jews complained, Britain sent a commission of inquiry, 
which later issued a report that recognized the Arabs’ grievances. Then the 
colonial secretary, Lord Passfield, issued a white paper blaming the Jewish 
Agency and Zionist land purchases from Arabs (which had rendered some 
peasants homeless) for the 1929 disturbances. The British also tightened 
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restrictions on Jewish immigration. Weizmann was so incensed by this re¬ 
port that he resigned as leader of the Jewish Agency. Chagrined, the British 
government issued a letter explaining away the Passfield White Paper, thus 
alienating the Arabs. It taught them that Zionist influence was strong 
enough to sway the British government whenever it favored Arab interests. 
The letter hardly mollified the Zionists either. This incident shows just how 
weak Britain’s Palestine policy had become. Indeed, it doomed the man¬ 
date to failure by exposing evolving conditions that the British could no 
longer control. 


Jewish Immigration and Arab Resistance 

During the 1930s, Jewish-Arab relations worsened. The rise to power 
of Hitler and his Nazi Party in Germany put the Jews in that country— 
numbering almost one million—in dire peril. Many stayed in Germany 
despite discriminatory laws, official harassment, and hooliganism against 
Jews inspired by Hitler’s inflammatory speeches, but other German Jews 
(not to mention Jews from nearby countries such as Poland) began trying 
to get out. Even the Nazis tried, for a while anyway, to help them leave. But 
which country would take them in? Most European countries were already 
crowded and had too few jobs during the worldwide depression. They did 
not want to admit many German Jews. Neither did the US, which since 
1924 had set strict limits on foreign immigration. This left Palestine. From 
1933 on, the trickle of Jewish immigrants into that country turned into a 
flood, taxing the limits Britain had set out of concern for Palestine’s ab¬ 
sorptive capacity—and indeed for the extent of Arab tolerance. Naturally, 
the Arabs wondered how long it would be before they became the minor¬ 
ity. They had not brought Hitler to power. Why should their rights be sac¬ 
rificed for the sins of the Germans? 


The Peel Commission and the White Paper 

As Arab feelings of anger and impotence mounted, Hajj Amin al-Husayni 
took charge of a new Arab Higher Committee that represented nearly all 
Palestinian Muslim and Christian factions. The committee called a general 
Arab strike in 1936. The strike turned into a large-scale rebellion that al¬ 
most paralyzed Palestine for several months. Again the British government 
sent a commission of inquiry, this one headed by Lord Peel. The Arabs 
tried to impress the Peel Commission with their power by boycotting it un¬ 
til just before it departed in January 1937. Consequently, the Zionists got a 
better hearing. The Peel Commission report, issued later that year, recom- 
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mended partition. It would give part of northern and central Palestine to 
the Jews to form their own state and leave most of the rest to the Arabs. The 
Arab state was expected to join Abdallahs Transjordan. The small allot¬ 
ment for the Jews would hardly have given them much space, but this 
foothold might later have enabled the Zionists to rescue far more European 
Jews from persecution and death under the Nazis. The Palestine Arabs, 
backed by other Arab states, opposed partition, fearing that Britain’s accep¬ 
tance of the Peel Commission’s plan would be a step toward their loss of 
Palestine. But as often happened in this contest, Britain soon scaled down 
the offer and finally retracted it. 

Seeking a peace formula that would satisfy all parties, Britain called a 
round-table conference of Jewish and Arab leaders (including Arabs from 
other countries) in London in early 1939. By then the differences between 
Palestinian Jews and Arabs had become so great that they would not even 
sit around the same table. No agreement was reached, and the conference 
ended inconclusively. A new war with Germany was by then imminent, and 
Britain needed Arab support. It issued a policy statement called the White 
Paper that announced that the mandate would end in ten years, whereupon 
Palestine would become fully independent. Until then, Jewish immigration 
would be limited to 15,000 each year up to 1944, after which it could con¬ 
tinue only with Arab consent (which hardly seemed forthcoming). The sale 
of Arab land to Jews was restricted in some areas and prohibited in others. 

Like the Arabs earlier, the Jews now felt angry but helpless. The White 
Paper seemed to sell out Britain’s commitment to help build the Jewish na¬ 
tional home pledged in the Balfour Declaration and the mandate itself. 
Remember that this happened after Hitler’s troops had marched into Aus¬ 
tria, after the Western democracies had consented to the dismemberment 
of Czechoslovakia at the Munich conference, and during the time that 
Poland was being menaced by a German attack. Europe’s Jews were in peril. 
Owing to the strict immigration policies of the Western democracies, they 
had nowhere to go but Palestine. Now Britain, bowing to Arab pressure, 
had nearly shut its gates to the Jews. The Arabs, too, spurned the White Pa¬ 
per, because it postponed their independence and did not stop Jewish im¬ 
migration and land purchases altogether. 

During World War II, most of the Arab countries remained neutral. 
Some of their leaders (including the exiled mufti of Jerusalem) sought out 
the Nazis, hoping they would free the Arab world from both British impe¬ 
rialism and Zionism. But the Jews in Palestine had no choice. The threat of 
annihilation by the Nazis outweighed the evils of British appeasement to 
the Arabs, so they committed themselves to the Allied cause. On the advice 
of the Jewish Agency’s chairman, David Ben-Gurion, the Zionists agreed 



286 


16 The Contest for Palestine 


that “we must assist the British in the war as if there were no White Paper 
and we must resist the White Paper as if there were no war ” Thousands of 
Palestinian Jews volunteered for the British armed services, taking high- 
risk assignments in various theaters of war. Some also undertook danger¬ 
ous missions to rescue Jews from European areas controlled by Hitler and 
his allies. As the Nazi threat receded, a few frustrated Zionists turned to 
terrorist acts, such as assassinating the British minister-resident in Cairo. 


The Growing US Role 

As it became clear that Britain would not lift its restrictions on Jewish im¬ 
migration into Palestine or relent in its opposition to a Jewish state, the 
Zionists increasingly looked to the US for support. Zionism had not at¬ 
tracted many American Jews earlier, but the rise of Hitler had alerted them 
to the dangers of anti-Semitism running rampant. Most American Jews 
still had friends or relatives in lands falling under Nazi control. Although 
they did not foresee that Hitler would try to kill them all, they did worry 
about their safety. If Germany, once among the safest countries for Jews, 
now persecuted them, was there any country in which Jews could always 
live as a minority? Maybe a Jewish state would not be such a bad idea after 
all, American Jews reasoned, even if few of them planned to settle there. 

In 1942 American Zionists adopted what was called the Biltmore Pro¬ 
gram, calling on Britain to rescind the White Paper and to make Palestine 
a Jewish state. Soon the World Zionist Organization endorsed this resolu¬ 
tion. US politicians, aware of the feelings of their voters but not those of 
the Arab majority living in Palestine, began clamoring for a Jewish state. 
This was not just a knee-jerk response to the “Jewish vote,” for many 
Christians hoped that the formation of a Jewish state would atone for 
Hitlers vile deeds (their full extent was not yet widely known) and for the 
past persecution committed by so many others. Why did they not admit 
more Jewish survivors into the US? This might have alleviated the Pales¬ 
tine problem, but it also would have undermined what the Zionists 
wanted, a Jewish state. Besides, anti-Semitism still existed in the US; most 
Christians and even some Jews did not want to raise the immigration quo¬ 
tas for these Jewish refugees from Europe. 


Civil War in Palestine 

As World War II was winding down, violence in Palestine mounted. Zionist 
terrorist groups, such as the Irgun Tzvei Le’umi (National Military Organi¬ 
zation) and the Stern Gang, blew up buildings and British installations in 
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Palestine. The US government began to pressure Britain to end restrictions 
on Jewish immigration and to accommodate demands for Jewish state¬ 
hood. An Anglo-American Committee of Inquiry went to Palestine in 1946 
and interviewed both mandate officials and nationalist leaders. It called for 
a continuation of the mandate, but its most publicized recommendation 
was to admit 100,000 European Jewish refugees at once and to end all re¬ 
strictions on Jewish land purchases. The new Labour government in 
Britain rejected this advice and advocated instead a federated Arab-Jewish 
Palestine. This satisfied no one, and the fighting worsened. Finally, Britain 
went before the UN General Assembly in February 1947 and admitted that 
it could no longer keep the mandate. Its Palestine policy was bankrupt. 


The United Nations Partition Plan 

It was up to the new world organization to settle the issue. The General As¬ 
sembly responded to the challenge by creating yet another investigatory 
body, the UN Special Committee on Palestine. This group of ten member 
states toured Palestine during the summer of 1947 but could not come up 
with a policy on which they could all agree. Some favored a binational 
Palestinian state, shared by Arabs and Jews. The Arabs still made up two- 
thirds of the country’s population, though, and they were expected to resist 
admitting any Jewish refugees from Europe. The majority of the Special 
Committee members recommended partitioning Palestine into seven sec¬ 
tions, of which three would be controlled by Arabs and three by Jews. The 
seventh, including Jerusalem and Bethlehem, would be administered by the 
UN. If you look at Map 16.1, you can imagine how hard it would have been 
to implement the plan, with borders crisscrossing in a crazy quilt pattern 
designed to ensure that nearly all Jewish settlements would be in lands al¬ 
lotted to the Jews (comprising 54 percent of Palestine). Even so, their area 
would contain almost as many Arabs as Jews. Perhaps the Arabs could be 
transferred, but understandably neither the Palestinian Arabs nor the gov¬ 
ernments of neighboring Arab countries welcomed a plan to set up an alien 
state in their midst, against the wishes of the land s Arab majority. But the 
communist countries, the US, and nearly all the Latin American republics 
favored it. On 29 November 1947, the partition plan passed in the General 
Assembly by a thirty-three to thirteen vote. All five Arab member states op¬ 
posed it. 

The Zionists did not like all aspects of this plan, but they accepted it as 
a step toward forming the Jewish state for which they had waited and 
worked so long. The Arabs threatened to go to war to block its implemen¬ 
tation. But words and deeds were not always the same. Jewish paramilitary 
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groups in Palestine soon seized lands not allotted to their side, and Arab 
commandos often struck back at Jewish targets. Although Arab League 
members met to try to coordinate their strategy, their public threats 
masked private quarrels and a lack of military preparedness. Amir Abdal¬ 
lah of Transjordan negotiated with the Zionists, hoping to annex Arab 
Palestine. Most other Arab countries opposed him, calling for volunteers to 
fight in Palestine. At the end of 1947, it was not yet clear if they would com¬ 
mit their regular armies to action. 


The Creation of Israel 

The 1947 partition plan was certainly not a peaceful resolution to the con¬ 
test for Palestine. Both Jewish and Arab armies lined up volunteers and 
equipped themselves as well as they could. Both sides committed terrorist 
acts against innocent civilians. For example, the Irgun raided Dayr Yasin, an 
Arab village near Jerusalem, and massacred 254 men, women, and children. 
A few days later, an Arab group ambushed a bus going to the Hadassah 
Medical Center on Mount Scopus, killing 75 Jewish professors, doctors, and 
nurses. The British folded their arms and ignored the escalating violence, as 
they were preparing to withdraw totally from Palestine. Some hoped that 
they would be invited back by whichever side was losing the contest. 

Mindful of the mounting violence in Palestine, the US representative in 
the United Nations suggested in March 1948 that the partition plan be 
postponed for a ten-year cooling-off period under a UN trusteeship. This 
compromise might have satisfied the Arabs but certainly not the Zionists, 
with the Jewish state now almost in their grasp. They pressured President 
Truman, who finally reaffirmed his support for a Jewish state, over the ob¬ 
jections of the State Department and his own secretary of defense. That 
spring, while diplomats argued at the UN, Arab nationalists and Muslim 
Brothers infiltrated into Palestine from neighboring countries, while local 
Jewish and Arab groups planted bombs and sniped at each other. As the 
Zionists began to implement their Plan Dalet to drive the Arab population 
from Jewish designated areas, many Palestinian Arabs panicked and fled 
for safety to nearby countries, creating a refugee problem that persists to¬ 
day. Despite the growing chaos, the British troops pulled out of Jerusalem. 

On 14 May 1948, the Jewish Agency Executive Committee, meeting in Tel 
Aviv, formally declared that those parts of Palestine under Jewish control 
were now the independent State of Israel. It also announced that the pro¬ 
visions of the 1939 White Paper limiting Jewish immigration and land pur¬ 
chases were null and void. The Zionists urged the Arab inhabitants of the 
new State of Israel “to preserve the ways of peace and play their part in 
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the development of the state, on the basis of full and equal citizenship and 
due representation in all its bodies and institutions”They also called on the 
neighboring Arab states to cooperate with them for the common good. Re¬ 
cent studies by Israel’s revisionist historians lead us to suspect that this was 
propaganda, but even if these statements were sincere, they came too late. 
Many Palestinian Arabs, having already fled from their homes during the 
early stages of the fighting, distrusted the Zionists and called on their Arab 
neighbors for help. The next day five Arab governments sent their armies 
into Palestine to fight against the new State of Israel. 


Conclusion 

The contest for Palestine entered a new phase. Arab nationalists and political 
Zionists had for years inflamed each other s worst fears under the bungling 
British mandate. Now they could fight each other openly. The Arab-Israeli 
conflict, as it must now be called, would become one of the most intractable 
problems of modern diplomacy. American journalist I. F. Stone quipped that 
if God is dead, he died trying to solve the Arab-Israeli conflict. Before 1948 a 
compromise might have been found between the extremes of Arab national¬ 
ism and political Zionism. But no attempt at accommodation worked, and 
the world continues to pay a high price for that failure. 



SEVENTEEN 


Israels Rebirth and the 
Rise of Arab Nationalism 


The 1948-1949 war between the new State of Israel and its Arab neighbors 
was a revolutionary event, setting in motion many drastic changes in the 
Middle East. To the Israelis and their admirers, the war was a struggle for 
Jewish independence, fought first against the resistance of the indigenous 
Palestinians, later against British imperialism, and finally against the 
armies of the Arab states. They termed Israel's victory revolutionary be¬ 
cause for the first time in modern history the citizens of a Middle Eastern 
country managed to oust a colonial regime and set up a democratic gov¬ 
ernment. From the Arabs’ point of view, their defeat in Palestine was revo¬ 
lutionary because it humiliated their armies and discredited their regimes. 
In the ensuing years many Arab governments were ousted by military 
coups and many kings and prime ministers assassinated. It also established 
a colonial settler state in their midst. The Palestine disaster uprooted more 
than 700,000 Arabs, who sought refuge in the Gaza Strip (a small part of 
Palestine occupied by Egypt in 1948), Jordan, Syria, or Lebanon. These 
Palestinian refugees emerged as a potent force. Some became ardent Arab 
nationalists. Others espoused any ideology or backed any leader who 
would give them back their dignity and their homes. The Palestinians’ bit¬ 
ter opposition to Israel (and its Western backers) was matched only by 
their hostility to Arab governments that might seek peace with the Jewish 
state. They became the revolutionaries of the Arab world. For all sides, the 
period from 1948 to 1967 was one of readjustment to the new conditions 
created by the war. 
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Israel's War for Independence 

How and why did Israel win the war? The Arab states were bigger and more 
populous. Some had large standing armies and ample military equipment. 
On 14 May 1948, when the Jewish Agency leaders declared Israel indepen¬ 
dent, the Arabs seemed likely to win. Armies of Egypt, Transjordan, and sev¬ 
eral other Arab countries invaded Israel the next day. If for them the war was 
just starting, for the Israelis (as the Jews of Palestine now called themselves) 
it had been going on for years. As we saw in Chapter 16, it had been escalat¬ 
ing since World War II, chiefly against the British. Consequently, there were 
already many experienced Jewish fighters. But they had not all belonged to 
the same force. Aside from Haganah, which had become the military arm of 
the Jewish Agency, several of the political parties had their own militias. The 
best known was the Irgun Tzvei Le’umi, attached to the party that hoped to 
set up the Jewish state on both sides of the River Jordan. Under Menachem 
Begin, the Irgun conducted many terrorist attacks, of which the most noto¬ 
rious were the bombing of Jerusalem's King David Hotel in 1946 and the 
Dayr Yasin massacre of 1948. The Israelis were divided at first, for the Irgun 
and the even more extreme Stern Gang resisted absorption into Haganah, 
but the prospect of an Arab invasion and what they viewed as the dire con¬ 
sequences of an Arab victory welded the people together. In a few weeks, the 
new Israel Defense Force (IDF) grew in numbers, equipment, and experi¬ 
ence. Also, having anticipated an attack, the Israelis' had implemented their 
Plan Dalet, which called for the extension of Israel’s borders beyond the UN 
partition lines and the removal of as many Palestinian Arabs as possible. 
They began implementing this plan before the Arab armies attacked. 


The Contending Forces 

The opposing Arab armies turned out to be smaller than expected. Coun¬ 
tries such as Egypt held back most of their troops to preserve order at 
home. Saudi Arabia once promised to send 40,000 men, but as of October 
1948 only 700 were on the field. Lebanon’s 2,000 soldiers were little more 
than a glorified police force. The best-equipped and -trained army was 
Transjordan’s Arab Legion, but its field strength of 10,000 could hardly 
match the IDF, which grew to 100,000 men and women. The Israelis com¬ 
mitted more troops to battle than all the Arab armies combined. This may 
not have been true in May 1948, when the reported success of several Arab 
guerrilla groups (and the Muslim Brothers from Egypt) against the Jews in 
Palestine drew flocks of volunteers to join the regular armies of Egypt, 
Syria, Lebanon, Transjordan, and Iraq. 
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In the early days of the war, small bands of poorly armed Israelis had to 
ward off large Arab armies. In the northern Negev kibbutz of Yad Mor- 
dechai, for example, an Egyptian brigade headed for Tel Aviv was held up 
for six days—long enough for Israel to strengthen its defenses farther 
north—by a force of fewer than eighty men, women, and teenagers. In 
Galilee the beleaguered defenders of the Jewish quarter of Safed set up a 
makeshift “cannon,” whose loud (but harmless) reports may have fooled 
the enemy into fleeing without a fight. It indeed mattered less that Jewish 
soldiers outnumbered Arab ones in Palestine than that the Arabs came to 
think they did. Ill informed about the character and abilities of the Jews in 
Palestine, Arab military leaders tended at first to underestimate them. 
When the IDF gradually learned how to counter their early attacks, the 
Arabs overreacted and overestimated the Jews’ strength. Poor morale was a 
major reason for the Arab defeat. 


The Outside Powers 

The attitudes and policies of the Great Powers confused both sides, but this 
confusion hurt the Arabs more than the Israelis. The US and the USSR 
clearly favored Israel; both rushed to give it diplomatic recognition. Al¬ 
though most countries cut off arms to both sides, communist Czechoslova¬ 
kia sold large quantities of weapons to Israel. In view of their later policies, 
why did the USSR and its allies back Israel in 1948? No doubt the Soviets 
acted partly on memories of their recent war against Nazi Germany and the 
destruction of European Jewry, but the main motives for their policy were 
(1) their desire to weaken British influence in the Middle East; (2) their 
hope that the new Jewish state would adopt socialism or even communism; 
and (3) their need to discredit “feudal” and “bourgeois” Arab regimes. The 
US equivocated. Public opinion favored Israel. With a presidential election 
approaching, Truman, an incumbent in deep trouble, vied with his Republi¬ 
can opponents in supporting the Jewish state. However, high officials in the 
State Department and the military feared that an anti-Arab stance would 
harm the growing US oil interests in the Middle East. Entrepreneurs, edu¬ 
cators, and missionaries who had spent years in the area argued cogently 
against policies that would antagonize the whole Arab world. But Israel’s 
supporters, especially in Congress, had more clout. 

The Arabs expected more support from Britain, which had been quarrel¬ 
ing with the Zionists since the 1939 White Paper. It had treaties with Iraq 
and Egypt permitting British troops to guard airfields and strategic water¬ 
ways. The commander of Transjordan’s Arab Legion, Sir John Bagot Glubb, 
and many of his officers were British subjects. Britain also had major oil 
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interests in Iraq and Kuwait. But although the Foreign Office and many sen¬ 
ior diplomats did favor the Arabs, the British government depended too 
heavily on US military and economic support to openly challenge its Middle 
East policies. Continental Europe was recovering from the ravages of World 
War II, and most liberals sympathized with the Jewish state. Europeans who 
volunteered to aid the Arab armies often turned out to be unrepentant 
Nazis. Meanwhile, many Americans and Europeans rallied to Israel's cause 
to atone for the Holocaust. 


UN Mediation Attempts 

The United Nations, overtaken by events in May 1948, tried to settle the 
Arab-Israeli conflict in ways that angered first one side, then the other, and 
sometimes both. It promptly sent a mediator, Sweden's Count Folke 
Bernadotte, who managed to get both sides to accept a monthlong cease¬ 
fire in early June. Both sides were exhausted from four weeks of intense 
fighting, but only the Israelis used this respite to obtain and distribute 
arms to its troops. Bernadotte published a plan that would have given the 
Negev Desert (assigned mainly to the Jews under the 1947 partition plan) 
and Jerusalem to Transjordan. In return, Israel was to get parts of western 
Galilee that had been allotted to the Arabs. Egypt, whose troops had occu¬ 
pied most of southern Israel, would get nothing. On 8 July fighting re¬ 
sumed on all fronts. During the next ten days, the Israelis took part of 
Galilee and the strategic towns of Lydda and Ramleh, expelling their in¬ 
habitants, as the Arab Legion refused to fight there. But the UN secured 
another cease-fire before the Jewish forces could capture the Old City of 
Jerusalem (containing the revered Western Wall). On 18 July another un¬ 
easy truce descended on Palestine. 

As both sides prepared for yet another round of fighting, the UN medi¬ 
ator made a new appeal to Arab support. Bernadotte added to his plan a 
stipulation that the Arab refugees be allowed to return to their homes in 
cities and villages now under Israeli control. How, with winter's cold and 
rain imminent, could these people wait in makeshift camps for a chance to 
return? Who could have known that Palestinian Arabs (and their descen¬ 
dants) would wait and wait and wait, as pawns or perpetuators of a con¬ 
flict that the United Nations was supposed to settle in 1948? But the 
Israelis wanted the Arabs' homes, lands, and crops for the Jewish immi¬ 
grants whom they hoped to attract. Bernadotte was murdered in Septem¬ 
ber by Stern Gang extremists. 

Ralph Bunche, an American, became the new UN mediator. His first 
challenge lay in the northern Negev, mostly occupied by Egyptian troops. 



The War’s Aftermath ❖ 295 


Bunche was able to negotiate a truce so that isolated Jewish settlements 
could be resupplied, but the agreement was soon violated and fighting re¬ 
sumed. Israelis were able to push back the Egyptians and gained much of 
the northern Negev, including Beersheba. What the Israelis most wanted, 
though, was Judea, where Brigadier General Moshe Dayan attacked Arab 
Legion positions around Hebron and Bethlehem until the UN obtained a 
new cease-fire. Meanwhile, Israeli forces in Galilee drove the Syrian-backed 
Arab Liberation Army northward into Lebanon. While the UN members 
went on debating the Bernadotte plan in late 1948, Israel tried to push 
Egyptian and Arab Legion forces out of the Gaza area and the southern 
Negev. Another brigadier general, Yigal Allon, attacked the Egyptians at 
Auja, and by year s end the main fighting front had crossed the old Palestine 
border into Egyptian Sinai. When Egypt still would not sue for peace, 
Britain invoked the 1936 Anglo-Egyptian Treaty to thwart the Israelis. Cairo 
was embarrassed to turn to the British, but no Arab country was prepared 
to rescue Egypt. 

The UN now began a bizarre exercise in diplomacy. No Arab state was 
willing to confer directly with Israel, giving it de facto recognition, but in 
January 1949 Ralph Bunche opened what he called “proximity talks” on the 
island of Rhodes. Egyptian and Israeli delegations, in separate suites of 
the same hotel, haggled over terms while Bunche carried proposals from 
one side to the other, finally securing an armistice agreement. Three months 
later, after the Arab Legion had lost the Negev areas it had occupied, Trans¬ 
jordan signed at Rhodes a separate agreement, one that in fact ratified a 
pact that King (formerly Amir) Abdallah had secretly made with Israel’s 
army commanders. Israel now gained access to the Gulf of Aqaba, a fateful 
achievement that deprived Egypt and Transjordan of direct overland con¬ 
tact and enabled Israel to build a port at Eilat. Lebanon signed an armistice 
with Israel in March. Syria finally followed suit in July 1949. Iraq, which had 
also sent forces into Palestine, never signed an armistice (as it had no com¬ 
mon border with Israel, this hardly mattered) and opposed any Arab peace 
with Israel. 


The War’s Aftermath 

Would these armistice agreements lead to a comprehensive peace between 
Israel and the Arabs? The UN Conciliation Commission for Palestine 
called a conference in Lausanne, where Israeli and Arab delegations were 
to settle their outstanding differences. But negotiations broke down before 
the two sides even met. Israel wanted a comprehensive settlement, whereas 
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the Arabs called on Israel to withdraw from the lands not allotted to the 
Jewish state by the 1947 partition plan. They also refused to negotiate with 
Israel until it let the Palestinian refugees return to their homes. The Arabs 
argued that these stipulations were contained in the General Assembly res¬ 
olutions and that Israel had been admitted to the UN on condition that it 
comply with them. Israel replied that it was the Arabs who had first defied 
the General Assembly’s partition plan. As such arguments went on and on, 
hopes for a settlement dissipated. Because most UN members recognized 
the Jewish state, Western observers thought that the Arab governments 
would soon admit that Israel was in the Middle East to stay. Later we ex¬ 
plain why they did not. 


Arab Divisions 

The main reason why the Arabs failed to defeat Israel in 1948, or in any of 
the later wars, is that they were politically divided. In principle, all the 
Arab states were opposed to the 1947 partition plan and to creating a Jew¬ 
ish state in Palestine. As Arab League members, they had vowed to fight 
and put their armies under the nominal command of an Iraqi general. 
Some, however, had refused to appropriate funds or to commit troops as 
long as the British had stayed in Palestine. Transjordan’s Abdallah still 
wanted a “Greater Syria.” Even in 1948 he was willing to make a deal with 
the Israelis in order to annex parts of Palestine into his own kingdom, a 
first step toward his annexing of Lebanon and Syria, some of whose citi¬ 
zens still backed the Greater Syria idea. You may recall from Chapter 13 
how Mecca’s Hashimite family had hoped to unite all the Arabs after 
World War I, but the French had taken over Syria and Lebanon. Abdallah 
was a Hashimite. 

So was Iraq’s ruling family, which supported Abdullah’s Greater Syria 
plan and Arab nationalism generally, provided that the Baghdad govern¬ 
ment became the senior partner. But both Egypt’s Faruq and Saudi Ara¬ 
bia’s Ibn Sa’ud opposed Hashimite claims to unify the Arab world. Egypt 
aspired to be the leading Arab country; it had the largest population, uni¬ 
versities, newspapers, and broadcasting stations in the Arab world. The 
Arab League headquarters was in Cairo, and its energetic secretary-general 
was an Egyptian. And Egypt did not want a Hashimite king ruling in next- 
door Palestine and scheming to annex Syria and Lebanon. Ibn Sa’ud, hav¬ 
ing ousted the Hashimites from Arabia, agreed with Faruq. 

In other words, while the Arabs claimed to be united and were threaten¬ 
ing the Zionists with invasion if they dared to set up a state in Palestine, 
their leaders were really trying to outbluff one another. Up to May 1948, 
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most Egyptian generals and cabinet ministers had hoped to avoid the ex¬ 
pected war in Palestine. It was the zeal of the Muslim Brothers, the vanity 
of King Faruq, and the momentum of Egypt’s own threats that sent the 
army in to fight a war for which it was unprepared. Amir Abdallah had as¬ 
sured Jewish emissaries that his Arab Legion would not fight beyond the 
Jordan River, but he sent in his troops so that the other Arabs could not 
claim the glory if they won. Once the fighting started, the Egyptian army 
and the Arab Legion worked at cross-purposes. The Palestinians had an 
Arab Liberation Army, led by a Syrian, but it would not work with the 
British-officered Arab Legion. Abdallah also hated the best-known Pales¬ 
tinian Arab nationalist, Hajj Amin al-Husayni, Jerusalem’s ex-mufti. Ex¬ 
pelled from Palestine in 1937, the mufti had taken refuge in Lebanon and 
Iraq and then made his way to Berlin during World War II. Later he es¬ 
caped to Cairo and was now working for Faruq. As long as the Arabs had a 
chance of defeating Israel in 1948, their leaders and armies competed to 
pick up the most land and glory in Palestine. Once Israel began driving the 
Arabs back, they began bickering over who was to blame. 


The Palestinian Arabs 

Who looked out for the Palestinian Arabs? No Arab government heeded 
the needs or the interests of these people who, up to 1948, had formed the 
majority of Palestine’s population. About 150,000 managed, by chance or 
by choice, to stay in their homes within lands controlled by Israel. They be¬ 
came Israeli citizens, an Arabic-speaking Muslim and Christian minority 
within a Jewish state, subject for years to harsh restrictions that tarnished 
Israel’s claim to be the Middle East’s only democracy. In time, though, 
Israeli Arabs came to enjoy political rights, economic benefits, and educa¬ 
tional opportunities unmatched by most of their Arab neighbors. The 
400,000 Arabs who lived in those parts of Palestine not taken by Israel (in¬ 
cluding the Old City of Jerusalem) came under the military occupation of 
the Arab Legion. Abdallah soon annexed this region, now usually termed 
the “West Bank,” to the state he renamed the “Hashimite Kingdom of Jor¬ 
dan.” Most other Arab countries protested, but they could no more restrain 
Abdallah than they could defeat Israel. Although Israel opposed “Jordan¬ 
ian” rule over Jerusalem’s Old City, its emissaries had secretly agreed to let 
Abdallah keep the West Bank, as they hoped to make a comprehensive 
peace settlement with Jordan later. Anyway, the Israelis held western Jeru¬ 
salem, plus strategic chunks of Palestine not given to them by either the 
1947 partition plan or the modifications later proposed by Bernadotte. 
There were also 200,000 Palestinians, many of them refugees, in the Gaza 
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region, where Egypt set up an “all-Palestine government” under the former 
mufti. This political ploy against Abdallah foundered, leaving the Gaza 
Strip under Egypt’s military administration, which did the local Palestini¬ 
ans no good at all. 

The Palestinian refugees suffered the most. They numbered at the end of 
1948 somewhere around 750,000. Some had voluntarily left their homes 
even before the struggle started, while most were forced to flee during the 
fighting. Who forced their flight? Israel’s supporters claim that Arab gov¬ 
ernments broadcast orders to Palestinian civilians to get out so that their 
armies could more easily move in against the Israelis. No evidence docu¬ 
ments this claim. Israeli scholars have shown recently that Zionist military 
units terrorized the Palestinians up to 14 May 1948 and that the IDF drove 
out others during the later phases of the war. This debate is likely to go on. 
Both sides committed terrorist acts. Conditions varied from time to time 
and from place to place, but most Palestinians ended up in camps near Is¬ 
rael’s borders in the Egyptian-held Gaza Strip, the Jordanian-ruled West 
Bank, Syria, or Lebanon. There was no state for the Palestinians. 

The Arab countries (except for Jordan) would not absorb them, mainly 
for political reasons, but some would also have found it economically hard 
to do so. The Palestinians themselves rejected assimilation because they 
wanted to go back to their homes. Israel, busy absorbing European Jewish 
survivors and unwilling to take in a “fifth column” of implacable foes, 
would not readmit the Palestinian refugees. The United Nations, realizing 
that something had to be done for these unfortunate people, set up the UN 
Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA) as a stopgap measure. But all it could 
do in 1949 was to house them in camps, give them enough food and cloth¬ 
ing to survive, and educate or train their children, hoping that the problem 
would, someday and somehow, be solved. A few refugees did manage to go 
back to Israel, and many younger Palestinians gradually became absorbed 
in the economies of the Arab countries; but many others stayed in the 
camps, growing ever more bitter against Israel, its Western backers, and 
the Arab leaders who had betrayed them. We will have more to say about 
the Palestinians later. 


The Arab Countries 

Let us look at the Arab world in the wake of what was soon termed the 
“Palestine disaster.” We will also review the mandate era between the two 
world wars. If the details seem confusing at times, keep in mind that, no 
matter what claims to unity may have been made by Arab nationalists, 
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there were several Arab states, many leaders, and various policies. Some 
Arab governments were stable, a few were popular, and many were neither. 


Jordan 

The country most directly affected by the war was Jordan. What had been a 
desert emirate called Transjordan became the Hashimite Kingdom of Jor¬ 
dan. A half-million Transjordanians, most of bedouin origin, were joined 
by a million Palestinians, half of them local farmers or city dwellers in the 
newly annexed West Bank and the other half refugees in UNRWA camps. 
The Palestinians, all of whom were offered Jordanian nationality, tended to 
be more westernized and politically articulate than the Transjordanians 
over whom Abdallah had long ruled as a father figure. Most of the Pales¬ 
tinians were (or, in the case of the refugees, had been) subsistence farmers, 
but some were lawyers, teachers, merchants, or bureaucrats. Few were 
monarchists. For King Abdallah, controlling Jerusalem’s Old City, with its 
Muslim shrines such as the Dome of the Rock, compensated for his father’s 
loss of Mecca and Medina to Ibn Sa’ud a generation earlier. Content with 
his new lands and the tripled number of subjects, he secretly offered Israel 
diplomatic recognition in exchange for rail access to Haifa. Angry Palestini¬ 
ans, especially supporters of the ex-mufti, denounced Abdallah as a traitor. 
In 1951 a young Palestinian murdered him in Jerusalem. His son was soon 
eased off the Jordanian throne due to alleged mental instability in favor of 
Abdallah’s seventeen-year-old grandson, Husayn, who took charge offi¬ 
cially in 1952. 

During this time, Britain continued to subsidize Jordan’s government, 
and Sir John Bagot Glubb commanded the Arab Legion. Although Jordan 
had become nominally independent in 1946, not until 1955 did the USSR 
agree to its admission to UN membership. There followed a brief period 
during which King Husayn supported Arab nationalism and the Palestinian 
Left. Westerners argued that Jordan should have made peace with Israel and 
gained access to the Mediterranean. But the lesson of Abdallah’s assassina¬ 
tion was clear. The Palestinians might have lost their homes and accepted 
refuge in Jordan, but they could block any attempt to bury their claims by a 
peace settlement. Never would Husayn be the first to settle with Israel. As for 
Abdallah’s Greater Syria ambition, it faded like a desert mirage. 


Syria and Lebanon 

What did happen to the rest of Greater Syria? The impact of the war on 
Lebanon and Syria was different but no less disruptive. What was now the 
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Republic of Syria had grown embittered during a generation of unwanted 
French rule. After French troops had subdued Faysals Arab army in 1920, 
they had taken control of all the areas mandated to France under the San 
Remo agreements. The French mandate administration tried to foster eco¬ 
nomic development but did its best to stifle Arab nationalism in the land of 
its birth. Syria was not prepared for self-rule as Wilsons mandate scheme 
had envisaged; it was not even offered a constitution until 1936, and then 
the French National Assembly rejected it. In the 1920s the French had frag¬ 
mented Syria to keep its people from combining against the mandatory 
government. Most of the French divisions proved unworkable and had to 
be shelved, but two became permanent. One was the separation in 1938 of 
the region around Alexandretta and its formal annexation by Turkey in the 
following year. The other was the creation of Lebanon as a separate state, 
about which we must digress at length. 

The mainly Christian area around Mount Lebanon enjoyed local auton¬ 
omy from 1861 to 1914 within the Ottoman Empire, an arrangement that 
had been guaranteed by the European powers (especially France) following 
a massacre of many Christians in 1860. Most of Mount Lebanon’s Chris¬ 
tians were Maronites, in communion with the Roman Catholic church. 
They traded with France and sent their children to French mission schools. 
Unlike most of Syria’s inhabitants, they welcomed the French occupation 
after World War I. Eloping to buttress the Maronites’ power over other reli¬ 
gious groups, France created an enlarged Lebanon by adding the coastal 
towns of Tripoli, Beirut, and Sidon to the historic Mount Lebanon. The re¬ 
sulting entity, slightly more than half Christian, proved stable (meaning 
pro-French) enough to be given a constitution and some local autonomy in 
1926. French control of Lebanon lasted until 1943, while its large landown¬ 
ing families evolved into an elite class of merchants and bankers. Their gov¬ 
ernment was “democratic” in the sense that its legislators were popularly 
elected, but we would call it a constitutional oligarchy, for the wealth and 
power were concentrated within the leading families. 

Lebanon’s system also preserved religious divisions by allocating to each 
sect a fixed share of the parliamentary seats and administrative posts. The 
apportionment was based on a census taken by the French in 1932. But no 
census has been taken since then, as the Maronites and several other sects 
fear that any head count would show their relative decline. The influx in 
1948 of some 150,000 Palestinian refugees complicated the arrangement. 
Lebanon quickly absorbed those who were Christian, but the Muslim ma¬ 
jority was denied citizenship and confined in large refugee camps. Elad 
any census been taken that included the Palestinians and left out those 
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Christians who had moved to Europe or the Americas, it could have been 
proven that most Lebanese after 1948 were Muslim. Instead, the system of 
proportional representation by religious sects continued to reflect Leba¬ 
non’s situation under the French mandate. By unwritten agreement, the 
president was always a Maronite Christian and the prime minister a Sunni 
Muslim; the other high posts went to the various smaller sects. The leaders 
also agreed to cooperate, in spite of their religious differences, to preserve 
Lebanon’s independence and territorial integrity. This national pact (as it 
is always called) meant that the Christians would not try to keep Lebanon 
tied to France or to recreate an autonomous Mount Lebanon under their 
own control, whereas the Muslims would not seek to reunite the country 
with Syria or any hypothetical pan-Arab state. 

This understanding, to which all Christian and Muslim leaders sub¬ 
scribed in 1943, guided Lebanon through a coup d’etat in 1952 and a civil 
war in 1958, up to the catastrophic breakdown of 1975-1991. Lebanon 
seemed to thrive under the system, but a few families retained most of its 
wealth and power. The government and army were too weak to protect the 
country or even to preserve order, and Beirut’s free press became an arena 
for competing liberal, pan-Arab, and socialist ideologies. The influx of 
Palestinians, whom the Christian elite refused to assimilate, would under¬ 
mine the system. 

Our digression on Lebanon may help show how Israel’s creation affected 
Syria. The Syrians resented not only the amputation of Alexandretta and 
the creation of Lebanon during the French mandate era but also the West¬ 
ern powers’ earlier decision to separate Palestine and Transjordan. Why not 
reunite what the West had divided? By the late 1940s, the British and French 
had given up their mandates; surely, therefore, what had been Faysal’s Arab 
kingdom in 1918 could now become a republic of Greater Syria. But there 
were two flies in the ointment. One was the creation of Israel, which the 
Syrians saw as an imperialist plot to keep the area divided and under West¬ 
ern control. The other was Abdallah and his family. Indeed, there was a 
group of Syrians, the People’s Party, who wanted Arab unity restored, un¬ 
der Hashimite rule, in the form of an organic union of all Fertile Crescent 
states, including Iraq. But the Syrians in power from 1945, that is, the Na¬ 
tionalist Party, wanted to keep the Hashimites from ruling Syria. They, too, 
desired Arab unity, but under the aegis of the Arab League, and they fa¬ 
vored closer ties with Egypt and Saudi Arabia than with Iraq and Jordan. 
Accordingly, Syria fought against Israel in 1948 in alliance with Egypt and 
in competition with Jordan’s Arab Legion. The poor showing of Syria’s 
troops led to scandals in Damascus. The discredited civilian government 
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was ousted by an army coup in 1949. Two more coups ensued that year. 
The leader who emerged from the pile was Colonel Adib Shishakli, whose 
populist dictatorship became the prototype for that of Egypt's Nasir and 
those of other Arab officers in the 1950s. 

Deeply split by religious and local differences, Syria became notorious 
for instability and disunity; yet its leaders hoped to unite all Arabs against 
Zionism and imperialism. Shishakli s overthrow in 1954 led to another at¬ 
tempt at civilian government, but the system was unresponsive to the 
country's need for economic and social reforms. Syria became the birth¬ 
place of the first popular Arab socialist movement, the Ba'th (Renaissance) 
Party, which appealed to young people, army officers, workers, and Pales¬ 
tinians not just in Syria but also in many other Arab states. It demanded 
land reform, nationalization of basic industries, unification of the whole 
Arab world, and militant resistance to Israel and all vestiges of imperial¬ 
ism in the area. In such an atmosphere, no patriotic Syrian wanted peace 
with Israel or the absorption of the Palestinian refugees. Indeed, Syria’s 
own ethnic and religious minorities, such as the Armenians, other Chris¬ 
tian sects, Shi'i Muslims, Alawis (an offshoot of Shi’i Islam), Druze (see 
Chapter 6), and of course the Jews, generally fared badly in this era of ris¬ 
ing Arab nationalism. 


Iraq 

Of all the Arab states in southwest Asia, the most populous is Iraq. With its 
two great rivers and its rising oil revenues, it might have become the 
strongest Arab country. There are several reasons why it did not. First, it 
was pasted together from parts of three different Ottoman provinces by the 
British, who had taken the area from the Turks during World War I. Al¬ 
though its rivers may seem to unite these parts, remember that the Eu¬ 
phrates and the Tigris both start in Turkey and that the former also flows 
through Syria. In addition, most of Iraq's arable land came under the con¬ 
trol of the shaykhs of various quasi-independent bedouin tribes. The Mus¬ 
lim population was divided between Sunnis and Shi'is, the latter having ties 
with neighboring Iran. Religious minorities included Jews and Assyrians 
(or Nestorians, discussed in Chapter 2). Almost one-fifth of Iraq's popula¬ 
tion was Kurdish. A smaller share was Turkish. What these disparate groups 
had in common were four centuries of Ottoman rule, followed by a British 
military occupation in 1917. Shaken by a nationwide revolt in Iraq in 1920, 
the British sought a ruler who would serve their interests and unite its 
people. Faysal, driven by the French from Syria, fit the role admirably. The 
British made him king of Iraq and quickly handed local power over to his 



The Arab Countries ❖ 303 


regime. In 1932 Iraq was the first Arab mandate to become nominally inde¬ 
pendent and join the League of Nations, but British troops remained. 

Regrettably, Iraq’s stability was upset by Faysals early death in 1933, an 
Assyrian uprising that the Iraqi army put down violently, and a popular 
mood of strident Arab chauvinism in the late 1930s. Several coups brought 
military dictators into and out of power, culminating in 1941 with Rashid 
Ali al-Gaylani’s ardently nationalist and pro-Nazi regime, which was 
crushed by the British. Meanwhile, Faysals successor, Ghazi, died in a car 
crash in 1939, leaving the throne to his four-year-old son, Faysal II. A re¬ 
gency was set up under the boy’s uncle, Prince Abd al-Ilah, who was allied 
with a shrewd politician named Nuri al-Sa’id, who managed to be both 
pro-British and Arab nationalist. Though trained as an Ottoman army of¬ 
ficer, Nuri had joined the Arab revolt in 1916 and thereafter served the 
Hashimites. 

With British encouragement, Nuri proposed in 1942 a union of Fertile 
Crescent Arab states: Palestine, Transjordan, Syria, Lebanon, and Iraq. 
Such a combination would have been dominated by Iraq. This union was 
opposed by the Jewish settlers in Palestine. The French, still clinging to 
Syria and Lebanon, were hostile. But the fiercest objections to Nuri’s plan 
came from Egypt and Saudi Arabia, which did not want Baghdad and the 
Hashimites to lead the Arab world. As explained earlier, the Egyptian gov¬ 
ernment, also with British backing, countered in 1944 by proposing to cre¬ 
ate what became the Arab League. Iraq, unable to rally enough support for 
its Fertile Crescent union, joined the League and soon became Zionism’s 
most vociferous Arab foe. 

Iraq’s army fought in the 1948 Palestine war, but the country suffered 
less from the defeat than did Israel’s neighbors. Its rising oil revenues were 
being invested in river irrigation and other projects that promised future 
prosperity. Its cabinets changed with alarming frequency, the various mi¬ 
nority problems festered (nearly all Jews were allowed to emigrate, minus 
their property, to Israel), the socioeconomic gap between the landowning 
shaykhs and the peasant masses widened, and the pro-Western monarchy 
lost popular support. But the West did not notice. Britain’s remaining mil¬ 
itary presence was camouflaged politically in 1955 when Iraq joined with 
Turkey, Iran, Pakistan, and Britain to form an anticommunist alliance 
commonly called the Baghdad Pact. Iraq’s government ignored its military 
ties with the other Arab League members. Relations between Baghdad and 
Cairo were usually bad. Both competed for Syrian and Lebanese support. 
To Westerners, Iraq was a model modernizing nation—that is, until its 
monarchy was felled by an army coup in 1958, one that they blamed on 
Egypt’s press and radio attacks. 
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Egypt’s Nasir and His Policies 

Our discussion of Egypt’s early twentieth-century history in Chapter 15 
ended with the British occupation in 1956. Most Egyptians longed to free 
the Nile Valley from British rule. Egypt’s involvement in the contest for 
Palestine was really a struggle against the Hashimites for leadership of the 
Arab world. Gaining control of the Sudan came to matter less, as Cairo’s 
attention shifted to keeping either the Jews or Abdallah from taking over 
Palestine. The 1952 revolution that led to Nasir’s rise to power can be 
viewed as the result of mounting frustration over either (1) Britain’s pro¬ 
longed occupation of the Nile Valley or (2) the Egyptian army’s defeat by 
Israel. Most researchers favor the latter interpretation because from 1948 
to 1977 Egypt’s energies were mobilized toward fighting against Israel and 
competing for the leadership of the Arab world. On one hand, US and So¬ 
viet pressure persuaded the British to give up their Suez Canal base in 
1954. On the other, Egypt agreed to Sudanese independence in 1956. Nile 
Valley unity was giving way to Arab nationalism. 

Let us put Egypt’s role as an Arab country into historical perspective. 
Even though the Arabs have not been politically united since the Abbasid 
revolution in 750—if indeed they were ever really united—the idea arose 
in the twentieth century that all people who speak Arabic do constitute 
one nation. They should unite in a single state, as the Germans tried to do 
under Bismarck and Hitler or the Italians under Mazzini and Mussolini. A 
united Arab state must include Egypt, the largest Arab country and the 
one linking North Africa’s Arabs with those of Southwest Asia. The Egyp¬ 
tians believed that only a strong and united Arab world could withstand 
the domination of the Western powers. They viewed Israel’s creation as a 
colonial imposition on the Arabs, an attempt to maintain British and US 
influence in the Middle East. They did not want to become communists, 
as some British and American observers thought in the 1950s, but because 
Russia had not ruled the Arab world in the past, the Arabs did not resent 
the USSR. Soviet diplomacy seized this chance to weaken the West’s influ¬ 
ence; it turned away from Israel and began to back the Arabs. 

The rise of pan-Arabism in Egypt coincided with the overthrow of Gen¬ 
eral Nagib, the titular leader of the 1952 revolution that ousted King Faruq, 
by Colonel Gamal Abd al-Nasir in 1954. For the next sixteen years, he 
would, as Egypt’s president, loom larger than life in the words and imagi¬ 
nations of both those who loved him and those who hated him. He could 
be dictatorial or deferential, charismatic or suspicious, ingenuous or crafty. 
He reacted more than he acted. The son of an Alexandrian postal clerk and 
grandson of an Upper Egyptian peasant, Nasir had known poverty and hu¬ 
miliation in his youth. Moody and withdrawn, young Nasir read widely, 
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especially history books and biographies of such leaders as Julius Caesar, 
Napoleon, and (closer to home) Mustafa Kamil. He embraced Egyptian na¬ 
tionalism, but not the parties of the 1930s. Unable to afford law school and 
yet eager to lead his country’s fight for independence, he managed to enter 
the Egyptian military academy in 1937, the first year that young men with¬ 
out palace or aristocratic ties could be admitted into the officer corps. 

After being commissioned, Nasir served in various army posts and 
slowly gathered a group of young officers from equally modest back¬ 
grounds. Intensely patriotic, these men chafed at Britain’s power and their 
own army’s weakness, shown by the British ultimatum to King Faruq in 
1942 and Egypt’s defeat by Israel in 1948. The bonding of these officers (re¬ 
inforced by the social divisions within the army) led to a conspiratorial 
cabal, as they saw that only by ousting the rotten regime could Egypt be 
liberated and redeemed. Even after they had ousted Faruq in 1952, Nasir 
remained a conspirator. Once in power, he kept spies to report on friends 
as well as foes. 

Nasir started out leading from behind the scenes, but he engineered 
Nagib’s overthrow in 1954 because the latter seemed to have become too 
popular. A ponderous speaker at first, Nasir did not win public support 
until he openly defied the West. An Israeli raid on the Gaza Strip early in 
1955, allegedly in retaliation for Palestinian raids into Israel, made Nasir 
acutely aware that Egypt needed more arms. His officers wanted to get 
them from Britain or the US, but neither country would sell any to Egypt 
unless it promised to join an anticommunist alliance and refrain from at¬ 
tacking Israel. Nasir rejected these strings on Western aid. He attacked Iraq 
for joining the anti-Soviet Baghdad Pact in the spring of 1955. Egypt op¬ 
posed any Arab alliance with the West. 

Instead, as Nasir emerged as the leader of Arab nationalism, he adopted 
a policy that he called “positive neutralism” after his exposure to national¬ 
ist and communist leaders at the 1955 Bandung Conference of Asian and 
Middle Eastern states opposed to Western domination. Defying the West, 
he agreed to buy $200 million (then a huge sum) in arms from the com¬ 
munist countries. Arab nationalists outside Egypt, especially the Palestini¬ 
ans, hailed Nasir as their savior. He would lead the refugees back to their 
usurped homeland, just as Salah al-Din in 1187 had driven the Crusaders 
from Jerusalem. Egypt started arming bands of fidaiyin (Arabic for “those 
who sacrifice themselves”), made up mainly of Gaza Strip Palestinians, to 
provoke border incidents with Israel. 

The US government tried to deflect Nasir from his anti-Western drift by 
adopting a policy that now seems confused. On the one hand, Secretary of 
State John Foster Dulles wanted Nasir to leave the other Arab states and 
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Israel alone, so he offered technical and economic assistance, notably a 
large loan to finance the construction of a new dam at Aswan. On the 
other hand, Dulles resented Nasir’s “positive neutralism” between com¬ 
munism and the West, his threats against Israel and pro-Western Arab 
regimes, and his recognition of the People’s Republic of China. In July 
1956, just after Egypt had decided to accept the Aswan Dam loan offer, 
Dulles, hoping to humiliate Nasir, yanked it away. The Egyptian leader re¬ 
sponded by nationalizing the Suez Canal Company, pledging to use its 
profits, most of which had gone to European investors since it opened in 
1869, to finance the dam. “O Americans,” he shouted before a vast crowd, 
“may you choke to death in your fury!” 

It was not the Americans who choked. After all, the British and French 
were the canal’s primary users, mainly for oil imports from the Persian 
Gulf. They began planning diplomatic (or if need be military) measures to 
get it back. That summer and fall witnessed international conferences, 
trips to Cairo, and other Western stratagems aimed at prying the canal 
from Nasir’s grip. Meanwhile, the Arabs hailed Nasir’s defiance as just ret¬ 
ribution for all they had suffered from Western imperialism. When diplo¬ 
matic attempts to subject the canal to international control failed, the 
British and French resolved to regain it by force—and to overthrow Nasir 
if they could. Significantly, they turned to Israel as an accomplice. 


Israel's Early Years 

While the Arabs viewed Israel as an agent of Western imperialism, the 
Israelis saw themselves as an embattled nation seeking to ensure the sur¬ 
vival of the Jewish people in the wake of the Nazi Holocaust. They regarded 
their war for independence as a struggle by an oppressed people for free¬ 
dom from outside domination. Most of the Arab states against which Israel 
fought in 1948 were still influenced by British advisers and ruled by kings 
and landowners. Few Israelis realized that they had created another op¬ 
pressed people: the Palestinian Arabs. 

When revolutions later toppled the discredited regimes in Syria and 
Egypt, the Israelis were disappointed that the new leaders made no peace 
overtures toward them. The republican Arab nationalists in uniform were 
no less bitter than the monarchical and feudal politicians in kufiyas y fezzes, 
or turbans. But the Israelis were busy rebuilding a war-torn country. In ad¬ 
dition, they absorbed the thousands of Jewish refugees who had survived 
the war and the death camps of Europe. They also had to cope with the in¬ 
flux of even greater numbers of Jewish refugees from Arab countries, of 
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whom many were transferred under complex secret agreements. Absorbing 
these new Israelis, perceived as alien in language and culture by the earlier 
settlers (who had come from Europe), placed severe strains on the country. 


Problems of the Jewish State 

Economic problems were daunting. The currency, cut loose from the 
British pound, plummeted in value. The new government could not bor¬ 
row much money to pay its bills, but large amounts of US government 
and private Jewish assistance, later augmented by German restitution pay¬ 
ments to Jewish survivors of the Hitler era, eased the strain. In an extraor¬ 
dinary act of statesmanship, West German Chancellor Konrad Adenauer 
made an agreement with Israeli Premier David Ben-Gurion to pay huge 
reparations to Israelis for the Holocaust. All this financial aid provided 
capital for Israels development and reduced (though it could never elimi¬ 
nate) its balance-of-payments deficit. 

Equally crucial to the country’s survival was the Israelis’ conviction that 
the Jewish people must never again face the threat of extinction, whether 
by Christian fanatics, totalitarian dictators, or Arab nationalists. If any 
skeptics asked how the existence of tiny Israel, with a million Jews and as 
many problems, better guaranteed Jewish survival than the continued 
presence of 10 million Jews in the West (of whom few chose to move to Is¬ 
rael), the Zionists countered that Germany’s Jews had prospered too, but 
who had rescued them from Hitler? If others accused the Israelis of creat¬ 
ing an Arab refugee problem, they in turn blamed the Arab states. Israel 
was taking in Jewish refugees from Europe and the Arab countries as well. 
If it could not have peace without letting the Palestinian refugees return, 
as the UN insisted, then peace would have to wait. 

Because the Israelis view their war against the Arabs as a struggle for in¬ 
dependence, we forget that up to 1947 few Jews in Palestine or anywhere 
else really expected the Jewish state to be born in their lifetime. As a minor¬ 
ity group within a mainly Arab land, the early Zionist settlers had toiled to 
start farms in the wilderness; to build Tel Aviv amid the sand dunes north 
of Jaffa; to transplant the schools, theaters, and newspapers they had 
known in Europe; and to found new institutions, such as Histadrut, that 
combined labor and capital within a collectively governed organization. 
They had formed political parties espousing various combinations of so¬ 
cialism, nationalism, and Judaism. They had revived Hebrew as a spoken 
language and modernized it as a medium of written communication. But 
they had assumed that the Jewish national home would remain in the 
British Commonwealth, that most of its inhabitants would be European, 
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and that the Arabs would either leave or accept their presence and power. 
World War II, the Holocaust, and the 1948 war had belied these assump¬ 
tions. Now Israel was an independent state, surrounded by Arab countries 
implacably opposed to its existence, with lews pouring in from all parts of 
the world (mainly from the Middle East and North Africa), and with an 
unexpectedly small Arab minority. Despite their political inexperience and 
economic problems, though, the Israelis managed to build a nation-state 
with a democratic government—at least for Jews. However, they did this in 
a way that precluded significant sharing of benefits or experiences with the 
Palestinian Arabs. 


Politics in Israel 

Israel’s democracy is not an exact copy of Britain’s. Political parties, some of 
them holdovers from Jewish movements in pre-1914 Eastern Europe, pro¬ 
liferated. No party could ever win the support of a majority of Israel’s vot¬ 
ers, which included doctrinaire socialists, observant Orthodox Jews, secular 
Zionists, and Arab nationalists. Furthermore, Israel did not adopt the sys¬ 
tem of geographical constituencies familiar to Anglo-Saxons; rather, it set 
up a representation system by which the percentage of votes cast in a gen¬ 
eral election for each party was exactly matched by the proportion of seats 
it held in the following session of Israel’s legislature, the Knesset. In other 
words, if 1,000,000 Israelis voted in an election and 300,000 supported a 
particular party, then, out of the 120 Knesset seats, 36 would go to the top 
candidates on that party’s list. In other words, the first 36 candidates listed 
by that party on the ballot would enter the Knesset; those numbered 37 and 
beyond would not. Decisions on ranking the candidates were made before¬ 
hand in party caucuses, not by the voters. Following a pattern familiar to 
Europeans but not to Americans, executive power was vested in a council of 
ministers (or cabinet) responsible to the Knesset. The head of government, 
or prime minister, had to choose a cabinet acceptable to a majority of the 
Knesset members. As no party has ever won a majority of the votes (hence 
the Knesset seats) in any election, any leader wanting to form a government 
has had to combine his or her party with several others, compromising on 
ideological principles or policy preferences in the bargain. 

In the early years of the state, Israel’s leading politician was David Ben- 
Gurion, the leader of the moderate labor party known as Mapai. Even 
though Ben-Gurion came to personify Israel in the minds of most for¬ 
eigners and even many Israelis, Mapai never won more than 40 percent of 
the vote in any general election. In order to form a cabinet, Ben-Gurion al¬ 
ways had to form a coalition with other labor parties and usually with the 
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David Ben-Gurion 


B en-Gurion (1886-1973) was born David Gruen in Plonsk, Poland. His 
family was ardently Zionist and gave him an ideologically influenced and 
secular, though Hebrew-based, education. By 1904, as a student at the Univer¬ 
sity of Warsaw, he joined Poalei Zion (Workers of Zion), a socialist-Zionist 
group. His ardent Zionism caused him to leave the university after two years 
and immigrate to Palestine when he was but twenty years old. 

Upon arriving in Palestine, Gruen changed his name to Ben-Gurion and 
threw himself into the Zionist project. He helped found the kibbutz move¬ 
ment, the Histadrut (general trade union), and a Jewish defense group called 
Hashomer (the Watchman). In 1912, envisaging future Jewish autonomy 
within the Ottoman Empire, he went to Istanbul to study Turkish law and 
government. His studies were cut short by the outbreak of World War I. Ben- 
Gurion was deported as a troublemaker in 1915 and ended up in New York 
City, where he spent most of the war years and also met and married a Rus¬ 
sian-born Zionist activist, Pauline Munweis. 

By 1918 Ben-Gurion was back in Palestine as a member of the Jewish Legion 
attached to the British army. A man of enormous energy and drive, he soon be¬ 
came the leader of both the Histadrut and Mapai (Israeli Workers Party). In the 
1930s he would reach the pinnacle of Zionist power, when he was elected chair¬ 
man of the Zionist Executive, the highest body of international Zionism at that 
time, and chairman of the Jewish Agency for Palestine, which the British had 
designated as the official representative of the Jewish people in its mandate. He 
would keep this power throughout the turbulent struggle that led to Israels 
creation in 1948, when he became the country’s first prime minister. 

Ben-Gurion was totally dedicated to Zionism, the cause that shaped his life, 
and he viewed the rest of the world through its ideological premises. Single- 
minded and ultimately successful, he was not a pleasant man. Amos Oz de¬ 
scribed Ben-Gurion as follows: “Verbal battle, not dialogue, was his habitual 
mode of communication. ... he was a walking exclamation mark, a tight, 
craggy man with a halo of silver hair and a jawbone that projected awesome 
willpower and a volcanic temper.” 

Dedication to the Zionist cause also produced a clear-minded but amoral 
aspect to Ben-Gurion’s character and behavior. On one hand, he once admit¬ 
ted: “If I were an Arab leader, I would never make terms with Israel ... we 
came here and stole their country.” On the other, he prescribed the following: 
“We must use terror, assassination, intimidation, land confiscation, and the 
cutting of all social services to rid the Galilee of its Arab population.” 

David Ben-Gurion was in many ways the father of his country. He was a 
politician, administrator, and commander. He achieved what he and the Zion¬ 
ist movement most wanted, a Jewish state in Palestine. The Western world has 
glorified this accomplishment and vilified the Palestinians who resisted it. 
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National Religious Party, whose leaders were determined to make Israel a 
more observant Jewish state. Even though Ben-Gurion and his followers 
were nonobservant in their private lives and secular in their public state¬ 
ments, they had to make compromises with the National Religious Party. 
The result was a socialist republic with no formal constitution, no official 
religion, and no explicit reference to God in its declaration of indepen¬ 
dence. Yet the IDF and all government offices kept the kosher dietary laws, 
no buses ran on the Jewish sabbath (from sundown Friday until sundown 
Saturday) except in Haifa and mainly Arab areas, and all marriages and di¬ 
vorces were handled by the religious courts. State school systems were set 
up for Israelis who followed Jewish laws, for those who wanted their chil¬ 
dren to speak Hebrew but were nonobservant, and for Arabs who wanted 
their children to be educated in their own language and culture. 

What made such a complex system work? Given Israels huge economic 
problems, a population so diverse in culture, and no reliable outside 
power to protect the state against its many foes, many outsiders shook 
their heads in disbelief. Maybe Israel survived because the Arabs were so 
hostile. But it would be fairer to say that Israel's system worked because its 
leaders, haunted by the memory of what Hitler had tried to do, felt that no 
personal or ideological preference was more important than the security 
of the state, which they equated with the survival of the Jewish people. It 
was hard for a passionate Zionist like Ben-Gurion to admit that anyone 
could live a full Jewish life outside Israel, although experience soon proved 
that Israel needed the political and financial support of a strong and pros¬ 
perous Jewish diaspora. It also became evident that the rebirth of a Jewish 
state strengthened the faith and practice of religion among Jews outside 
Israel, despite the dominant influence of secularism and materialist ide¬ 
ologies on much of the modern world. 


Israels Foreign Relations 

It is true, though, that Arab hostility complicated Israeli life. All road and 
rail connections between Israel and its neighbors were cut. Planes going to 
and from Israel could not fly over Arab countries, let alone land in their 
airports. The Arab states refused to trade with Israel and boycotted the 
products of any foreign firm doing business there. Israeli citizens, Jews 
from abroad, and even foreign Gentiles whose passports showed that they 
had visited Israel could not enter many of the Arab countries. Ships carry¬ 
ing goods to Israel could not pass through the Suez Canal or even enter 
Arab ports. Egypt blockaded the Tiran Straits between the Red Sea and the 
Gulf of Aqaba, stifling the growth of Israel's port at Eilat. Arab diplomats 
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abroad shunned their Israeli counterparts. Arabic books, newspapers, and 
radio broadcasts virulently attacked Israel and its supporters. 

Thus isolated within their region, many Israelis developed symptoms of 
psychopathic hostility to outsiders. It was said (by Jews and Gentiles alike) 
that Israelis were rude and hard to deal with—like the native prickly pear 
(sabra), which has a tough skin and is covered with long thorns, yet is sweet 
once you get through its defenses. Almost every part of Israel was near an 
Arab country, and border raids menaced Jewish settlements. Often Israel 
retaliated against Arab villages and refugee camps blamed for the raids. 
Deaths, injuries, and property damage mounted on both sides. The wind¬ 
ing armistice line between Israel and Jordan posed special security prob¬ 
lems, especially when it cut off a village from its farming or grazing lands. 
Israel’s retaliatory raid against Gaza in 1955 was what convinced Nasir that 
Egypt must buy communist bloc weapons to strengthen its armed forces. 
Israel bought some of its arms from such friendly countries as France, but 
whenever possible it manufactured its own. 

The growing frequency of Arab fidaiyin raids, plus the mounting fervor 
of hostile propaganda, led Israels cabinet to take stronger military mea¬ 
sures in 1956. When Britain and France prepared to attack Egypt, Israel 
quickly joined their conspiracy. All three hoped to punish the Arabs, 
mainly Nasir, for seizing the Suez Canal and (at least verbally) threatening 
Israel. The stated concern was for the safety of international waterways; 
the unstated one was Europe’s growing need for Arab (and Iranian) oil. 


Middle Eastern Oil 

Middle East history since 1948 risks becoming an account of the military 
and political struggle between the Arabs and Israel. But let us not ignore 
other developments that were taking place in the region. Not all Middle 
Easterners are Israelis or Arabs: Iranians and Turks have countries and con¬ 
cerns of their own; most Middle Eastern countries have minorities who do 
not share their governments’ preoccupations; and even Zionists and Arab 
nationalists sometimes think about matters unrelated to their conflict. 

At any rate, we cannot gloss over one development that took place after 
1948 in Middle Eastern lands far from Israel: Oil exports were becoming 
the main source of income for the states bordering on the Persian Gulf. The 
leading Middle Eastern producer in the first half of the twentieth century 
was Iran, which is not an Arab country. In 1951, when Britain rejected an 
equitable profit-sharing agreement with the Iranian government, Iran’s 
prime minister, Mohammad Mosaddiq, nationalized the Anglo-Iranian Oil 
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Company. In retaliation, Britain and most of its Western allies refused to 
buy any oil from Iran, causing a spectacular rise in the demand for Arab oil, 
to the benefit of Iraq, Saudi Arabia, and Kuwait. Let us cite a few examples. 
Iraq’s oil production rose from 3.4 million long tons (3.8 million regular or 
3.5 million metric tons) in 1948 to 33.1 in 1955. For Saudi Arabia, the in¬ 
crease was still more dramatic: from 1 million long tons in 1944 to 46 mil¬ 
lion in 1954. The champion, though, was Kuwait, whose oil output shot up 
from 800,000 tons in 1946 to 54 million in 1956. 

Not only did the production and sale of Arab oil (and natural gas) sky¬ 
rocket, but the concessions were revised to favor the host countries. This 
meant that some Arab government revenues also rose dramatically. In 
1950 the Arabian American Oil Company (Aramco) reached an agree¬ 
ment with Saudi Arabia’s government on a fifty-fifty sharing of all rev¬ 
enues. Soon other oil-exporting Arab countries won comparable increases 
in their royalty payments from the foreign oil companies. Oil revenues be¬ 
came the main source of income for most states surrounding the Persian 
Gulf, enabling governments like Iraq to embark on ambitious develop¬ 
ment schemes, whereas patriarchal rulers expanded their palaces and re¬ 
placed their camels with air-conditioned Cadillacs. The main example of 
the latter was Sa’ud, the king of Saudi Arabia from 1953 until his deposi¬ 
tion in 1964. Later, these oil-rich desert kingdoms would gain the financial 
power to influence the policies of the other Arab states and even the West. 
Iran, for its part, agreed after Mosaddiq’s overthrow in 1953 to place its 
nationalized oil company under the administration of a consortium of 
foreign companies, mainly US firms—a move noted by most Iranians but 
ignored by most foreigners at the time. The potential power of Iranian 
and Arab oil producers was not realized until after the 1960s, so we will 
have more to say about this topic later. But keep in mind that by 1956 Eu¬ 
ropeans were using more oil than coal and they imported most of their 
petroleum and natural gas from the Middle East. 


The Great Powers and the Arab World 

Nasir’s notoriety resulted from his decision in July 1956 to nationalize the 
Suez Canal Company amid Arab applause—and to Western dismay. 
Britain, even though it had agreed in 1954 to give up its Suez Canal base, 
still viewed the canal as the imperial lifeline it had been in the two world 
wars. Prime Minister Eden likened Nasir to Hitler and Mussolini. Recalling 
his own opposition to Britain’s appeasement policy in the late 1930s, Eden 
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wanted Nasir stopped before he could undermine the West’s position 
throughout the Arab world. France, too, wanted to stop Nasir, for Egypt 
was backing, with words and weapons, the Algerian revolution. Both 
Britain and France got most of their oil from tankers that passed through 
the canal; the two countries were sure the Egyptians could not manage it. 
Though many Americans disliked Nasir for his hostility to Israel and his 
ties with communist states, neither President Dwight Eisenhower nor Sec¬ 
retary of State Dulles sought a military showdown. Eisenhower was then 
seeking reelection on a slogan of “peace and prosperity.” This was no time 
for a Suez war. 


The Suez Affair 

Britain and France disagreed with the US. They prepared openly to retake 
the canal by force, despite logistical problems that kept delaying the date 
of their attack. Israel, eager to destroy the fidaiyin bases in Gaza and to 
break Egypt’s blockade of the Gulf of Aqaba, mobilized for a pre-planned 
strike against Egypt. Meanwhile, the UN Security Council debated mea¬ 
sures to head off trouble. Egypt, which was running the canal more effi¬ 
ciently than anyone had expected, spurned proposals for international 
control and treated those military preparations as a big bluff. 

They were not. On 28 October 1956, Israel called up its reserves, thereby 
doubling the number of its citizens under arms, and invaded Egypt the fol¬ 
lowing day. As the attackers cut off Gaza and drove into Sinai, Britain and 
France issued an ultimatum to both countries, calling for an immediate 
cease-fire and for troop withdrawals to positions 10 miles (16 kilometers) 
from the Suez Canal. As Israel’s forces were still in the eastern Sinai at the 
time, this ultimatum was really directed against Egypt. When Nasir rejected 
it, Britain and France bombarded Egypt’s air bases, landed paratroops at 
Port Said, and occupied the northern half of the canal. Soviet arms did not 
enable Nasir’s army to defend Egypt against what Egyptians called the “tri¬ 
partite aggression.” Soon Israel occupied all of Sinai, and only a heroic but 
futile civilian resistance delayed the British capture of Port Said. 

But Nasir was not overthrown by either his army or his people. Instead, 
his military defeat became a political victory. The US joined the USSR in 
condemning the attack in the UN. The General Assembly agreed to set up a 
United Nations Emergency Force (UNEF) to occupy Egyptian lands taken 
by the invaders. Britain and France did not get to keep the canal, Nasir was 
not discredited in the eyes of Egyptians or other Arabs, and Israel could not 
obtain recognition and peace from the Arabs, even after a four-month 
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occupation of the Sinai Peninsula and the Gaza Strip. Israel finally with¬ 
drew under heavy US pressure, and its main gain from the war was a vague 
guarantee that its ships could use the Gulf of Aqaba, hitherto blockaded by 
Egypt. A UNEF contingent was stationed at Sharm al-Shaykh, a fortified 
point controlling the Tiran Straits between the Gulf of Aqaba and the Red 
Sea. This arrangement, backed informally by the Western maritime powers, 
lasted up to May 1967. 

Nasir had survived the Suez Affair because the UN—and especially the 
US—had saved him. Washington justified its opposition to the tripartite 
attack on Egypt as backing small nations of the Afro-Asian bloc against 
imperialist aggression. The abortive Hungarian revolution was going on at 
the same time. How could the Americans condemn Soviet intervention to 
smother a popular uprising in Budapest while condoning a Western attack 
on Port Said? A more cogent reason, though, was that the crisis occurred 
only days before the presidential election, hardly the time for a confronta¬ 
tion with the USSR. Thus the US government managed to alienate the 
British, the French, and the Israelis. It won little gratitude from Nasir and 
the Arabs. 

The Eisenhower administration thought that its pro-Arab tilt in the Suez 
Affair would persuade the Arab governments to back the West against 
communism. The loss of the British and French hold in the Arab world 
seemed likely to create a power vacuum that the USSR and its allies would 
fill if the US did not move in resolutely. Only Iraq had formally joined the 
anticommunist military alliance (the Baghdad Pact), and no other Arab 
state would commit itself so firmly to the West. Most cut diplomatic ties 
with France and Britain after the Suez invasion. 


The Eisenhower Doctrine 

Yet some Americans thought that an aid offer might win over some Arab 
governments. Thus was born the Eisenhower Doctrine, a program in which 
the US government offered military and economic aid to any Middle East¬ 
ern country trying to resist communist influence. When it was announced 
in January 1957, the Eisenhower Doctrine probably helped impress the 
American public with the importance of the Middle East. It may have de¬ 
terred the USSR from a more assertive policy in the area, but its reception 
in Arab capitals was decidedly cool. Only Lebanon accepted it. Arab na¬ 
tionalists viewed it as a US attempt to assume Britain’s role as guardian of 
the Middle East. To them, the Suez Affair had proved that Zionism and im¬ 
perialism endangered the Arab world more than did any hypothetical 
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threat of communist aggression. Nasir in Egypt and the Ba’th Party in Syria 
vehemently denounced the Eisenhower Doctrine, whereas Iraq’s Nuri 
al-Sa’id, a veteran Arab nationalist who collaborated with the British, en¬ 
dorsed it. 

The struggle between the neutralist and pro-Western Arabs climaxed in 
Jordan. The annexation of the rump of Arab Palestine (the West Bank) by 
what had been Transjordan strained that country. The Palestinians were 
more urbanized, educated, and politicized than the Transjordanians. Having 
lost their land in 1948, they hated not only Israel but the Western powers, 
who they blamed for creating and sustaining it, and the Arab leaders, who 
had failed to destroy it. Many Palestinians in Jordan loathed Hashimite rule; 
they viewed King Husayn as a playboy propped up by his Arab Legion with 
its bedouin soldiers and British officers. 

Seeking Palestinian support, Husayn had given in to Arab demands in 
1955 to keep Jordan out of the Baghdad Pact. Early in 1956 he dismissed 
General Glubb as head of the Arab Legion. Free elections in October re¬ 
sulted in a popular front cabinet that included Arab nationalists and even a 
communist minister. Britain began pulling its troops out of Jordan and 
stopped subsidizing its government, but Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Syria 
agreed to take up the slack. Ba’thist and pro-Nasir officers within Jordan’s 
army began replacing royalists; early in April 1957 they threatened to seize 
Husayn’s palace. A few days later the Arab nationalists tried to capture a 
major Jordanian army base, but the king rallied loyal troops to his side and 
personally faced down the threat to his rule. He proceeded to dismiss the 
popular front cabinet, declare martial law, dissolve parliament, and set up 
what amounted to a royal dictatorship. Dulles then declared that Jordan’s 
territorial integrity was a vital US interest and sent ships and troops to the 
eastern Mediterranean. In effect, the Eisenhower Doctrine was first used to 
thwart an Arab nationalist takeover in Jordan. Even with American back¬ 
ing, Husayn’s stance was precarious. Palestinians, especially the refugees, 
still opposed the monarchy, which was being assailed in Radio Cairo’s 
widely heard broadcasts. 

Meanwhile, the Lebanese government of President Kamil Sham’un ac¬ 
cepted the Eisenhower Doctrine, overriding Arab nationalist protests that 
this action would violate Lebanon’s neutrality. Pro-Western politicians, 
mainly Christians, held more power than the Arab nationalists, most of 
whom were Muslim. Some detractors accused Sham’un’s government of 
increasing its power by rigging the 1957 parliamentary elections, in which 
many opposition leaders failed to get reelected. Arab nationalists, backed 
by Palestinian refugees in Lebanon and by Egypt and Syria, opposed the 



316 ❖ 17 Israel’s Rebirth and the Rise of Arab Nationalism 

regime’s pro-Western leanings and accused Sham’un of trying to keep 
himself in power. The stage was being set for Lebanon’s 1958 civil war. 


The Contest for Control of Syria 

A British journalist named Patrick Seale has written an analysis of Arab 
politics from 1945 to 1958 called The Struggle for Syria. As the title implies, 
he argued that any power, local or foreign, that seeks to dominate the Mid¬ 
dle East must control centrally located Syria. Although geographic Syria in¬ 
cludes Lebanon, Israel, and Jordan, even the truncated Republic of Syria 
has become a cockpit for international rivalries. Between the two world 
wars, France and Britain had competed to control geographic Syria, and in 
the cold war the US and USSR contended for its favor. Rivalries among the 
other Arab regimes have been even stronger. After World War II Amir Ab¬ 
dallah of Transjordan, hoping to rule a “Greater Syria,” sought allies within 
the country. So, too, did his main rivals, King Faruq and King Ibn Sa’ud. 
Geography has almost dictated Iraq’s interest in Syria, and Egypt has usu- 
ally opposed this interest, no matter who ruled in Baghdad or Cairo. 

Syrian politicians, sensitive to these rivalries, have tended to ally them¬ 
selves with the outside contenders in their own power struggles in Damas¬ 
cus. After all, Syrians have usually been in the vanguard of Arab nationalism. 
It was Syrians who had formed the Ba’th Party, which was committed to the 
unification of all Arabic-speaking peoples within a framework that would 
ensure individual freedom and build a socialist economy. The Ba’th consti¬ 
tution states: “The Arab nation has an immortal mission that has mani¬ 
fested itself in renewed and complete forms in the different stages of history 
and that aims at reviving human values, encouraging human development, 
and promoting harmony and cooperation among the nations of the world.” 

For the Arab nation to fulfill this mission, the Ba’thists would have to 
gain as many Arab governments as possible and unite them into an or¬ 
ganic whole. Their first success was in Syria. In early 1957, after the Suez 
Affair had compromised the country’s pro-Western politicians, a coalition 
of Ba’thists and other Arab nationalists won control of its government. 
Spurred by Radio Cairo broadcasts and generous Soviet loans, Syria’s new 
rulers adopted what the West saw as a hostile stance. Scarred by previous 
military coups backed by outsiders, Syria accused Washington of plotting 
its overthrow and expelled some US embassy officials. As Turkey massed 
troops on its Syrian border, the US and USSR both threatened to intervene 
for their client states. The crisis receded by November 1957, but it made 
some Americans view Syria as a communist satellite. 
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The United Arah Republic 

Not true! Syria’s leaders were Arab nationalists, not communists. A com¬ 
munist takeover in Damascus would have stifled the Ba’thists or perhaps 
set off a conservative countercoup like that of King Husayn in Jordan. The 
Ba’thists saw their salvation in a union with Nasir’s Egypt. Nasir would 
have preferred a gradual federation of the two states, but Syria’s leaders 
could not wait. In February 1958 Syria’s president, meeting with Nasir in 
Cairo, agreed to combine their two countries. Henceforth, Syria and Egypt 
would be the “northern region” and the “southern region” of a new state, 
the United Arab Republic (UAR). Plebiscites held later that month in both 
regions ratified the agreement. The people voted almost unanimously for 
Nasir (the ballot offered no other choice) as their president. Outsiders ac¬ 
cused Egypt of annexing Syria, but it was the Syrians who rejoiced loudest 
over the new union. 

Union with Egypt settled Syria’s internal unrest, at least briefly, but it put 
pressure on other Arab governments to follow suit. The Hashimite kings, 
Jordan’s Husayn and Iraq’s Faysal II, reacted to the United Arab Republic by 
forming a rival union of their own, one more homogeneous but less popu¬ 
lar. Saudi Arabia remained aloof but may have betrayed its concern when a 
leading Syrian politician accused King Sa’ud of offering him a bribe to 
murder Nasir and rupture the union with Egypt. As we mentioned in 
Chapter 14, this accusation led to the fall of Sa’ud (who had succeeded his 
father, Ibn Sa’ud, in 1953) from power. His brother and heir apparent, 
Faysal, took charge of Saudi finances and foreign affairs. Although he was 
widely regarded as pro-Nasir in 1958, Faysal stayed out of the UAR, prefer¬ 
ring not to share his country’s immense oil revenues with Egypt and Syria. 
Yemen’s ultraconservative government did agree to federate with the UAR, 
but this action had no effect on its own internal politics. The Palestinians 
rejoiced at the union between Egypt and Syria, hoping that Nasir would 
soon restore them to their usurped homeland. 


Lebanon s First Civil War and US Intervention 
However, the other non-Muslim state east of the Mediterranean— 
Lebanon—felt the winds of Arab nationalism. The lure of Arab unity was 
strong in Lebanon among several groups: Palestinians, especially those 
living in refugee camps; Muslim Lebanese, who felt that the status quo fa¬ 
vored Christians; young people, mainly university students, who believed 
that Lebanon’s aloofness from Arab nationalism benefited imperialism and 
Zionism; and those Lebanese politicians who were excluded from power by 
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the Sham’un regime. Many groups made the short trip to Damascus to hail 
the union with Egypt. Demonstrations took place in many cities and vil¬ 
lages. When Beirut’s Muslim sections put up Nasir posters, Christians fes¬ 
tooned their quarters with pictures of Sham’un. Tension mounted during 
the spring. The spark that lit the fire was the assassination of a pro-Nasir 
newspaper editor in May 1958. Arab nationalists were quick to blame the 
government and to accuse Sham’un of plotting to amend Lebanon’s consti¬ 
tution to secure himself a second term as president. A heterogeneous oppo¬ 
sition, led by city politicians and rural grandees, banded together as a 
“national front.” Shooting incidents reignited ancient feuds in the country¬ 
side, the government declared a curfew, and the first Lebanese civil war be¬ 
gan. In some ways, the war was like a comic opera: Bombs exploded at 
random, rebel leaders had access to the government phone and postal facil¬ 
ities, and the army did nothing. The Sham’un regime accused Nasir of aid¬ 
ing the rebels by smuggling arms across the Syrian border. It appealed to 
the Arab League and then to the UN Security Council to stop this threat 
to Lebanon’s independence. A UN observer group could not corroborate 
charges of massive infiltration from Syria, but observers confined their op¬ 
erations to daylight hours on major roads, so they could not see much. 

Lebanon’s civil war might have wound down, once President Sham’un 
let the parliament elect his successor. The rebel leaders did not really want 
Lebanon to join the United Arab Republic, even if they welcomed Nasir’s 
support. What brought this war into the wider arena was a concurrent 
event in another Arab state, the Iraqi revolution of 14 July 1958. In a sud¬ 
den coup, a group of officers seized control of the police headquarters, the 
radio station, and the royal palace in Baghdad. They murdered King Faysal 
II and his uncle, Abd al-Ilah, hunted down and shot Nuri al-Sa’id, and de¬ 
clared Iraq a republic. Most Arabs rejoiced at the monarchy’s downfall, 
but the West was horrified. The new regime seemed the embodiment of 
Arab nationalism and communism combined, a triumph for Nasir, a har¬ 
binger of the fate awaiting Jordan and Lebanon, and a stalking horse for 
Soviet imperialism in the Middle East. Despite its refusal to stop Nasir in 
1956, Washington now wanted to invade Iraq. 

The US government dispatched marines to Lebanon, responding to 
Sham’un’s plea for aid under the Eisenhower Doctrine, and British troops 
were flown to Jordan, where Husayn’s regime seemed to be in peril. The 
West would have intervened in Iraq if there had been any hope of restor¬ 
ing the monarchy, but Hashimite rule was finished in Baghdad, and few 
Iraqis wanted it restored. The new military junta ensured its own popular¬ 
ity by instituting land reform, proclaiming its support for Arab unity, and 
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renouncing its military ties with the West. When the juntas fiery young 
nationalist who was second in command, Abd al-Salam Arif, flew to Dam¬ 
ascus to meet Nasir, it seemed only a matter of time before Iraq would join 
the UAR. But the supreme revolutionary leader, Colonel Abd al-Karim 
Qasim, realized that Iraqs oil revenues would go a lot farther at home if 
they were not shared with 30 million Egyptians and 6 million Syrians. Arif 
was eased from power. Qasim started playing a risky game, balancing be¬ 
tween Arab nationalists and communists. Iraq’s new government bettered 
the lives of the masses, but many problems, notably the Kurdish rebellion 
in the oil-rich north, proved no easier for Qasim to resolve than they had 
been for the Hashimites. 


The Ideas of Nasirism 

What did Nasir believe in? For many people in the Arab world, and some in 
other Asian and African lands, he stood for their wish to defy Western im¬ 
perialism. Not only Egypt but most Arab countries—indeed, most “Third 
World” nations—felt humiliated by the way the West had treated them in 
the past. These feelings, and the conviction that the Arabs could build 
themselves a better future, led to an ideology called “Nasirism.” Its main 
ideas were pan-Arabism, positive neutralism, and Arab socialism. 

Pan-Arabism is Arab nationalism with a stress on political unification. 
Nasir and his supporters saw how foreign imperialism and dynastic rival¬ 
ries had split up the Arabic-speaking peoples of the Middle East into a 
dozen or more countries. Thus divided, the Arabs had lost Palestine in 
1948 and were still subject to the machinations of outsiders. For instance, 
even in the 1950s, the benefits of Arab oil were going to a few hereditary 
monarchs and foreign companies when they should have been shared by 
all the Arabs. Political unification would increase the wealth and power of 
the Arab world as a whole. Nasir’s opponents equated his pan-Arabism 
with Egyptian imperialism. They accused him of trying to seize control of 
the rest of the Arab world to enrich Egypt in general and his own regime 
in particular. 

Positive neutralism, as we have mentioned, was Nasir’s policy of not 
aligning Egypt with either the communist bloc or the anticommunist mili¬ 
tary alliances that the US promoted. Rather, it invited other countries to 
join Egypt in a loose association of nonaligned states. Thus Egypt, together 
with such countries as India and Yugoslavia, could thwart US and Soviet ef¬ 
forts to line up the other countries of the world on opposing sides. Neutral¬ 
ism could reduce world tensions and maybe even resolve the cold war. 
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Critics called the policy one of working both sides of the street, a means by 
which Nasir could extract military and economic aid from the communist 
bloc and the West at the same time. 

Arab socialism was hard to define. It was not a coherent set of beliefs 
that emerged, fully articulated, in Egypt or the other Arab countries at any 
given time. Rather, it evolved in reaction to the economic system prevalent 
up to the 1950s in most parts of the Arab world, a system in which “capi¬ 
talism” really meant foreign ownership of major business enterprises or a 
more primitive system (often misnamed “feudalism”) in which land, 
buildings, and other sources of wealth belonged to a small native elite 
while masses of Arab workers and peasants lived in dire poverty. To bring 
about reform, Arab socialists called on their governments to run the major 
industries and public utilities so as to divide the economic pie more evenly 
among the people. They also believed that this pie could be enlarged by 
comprehensive state planning to expand manufacturing and modernize 
agriculture. Although they borrowed some of their ideas and rhetoric from 
the Marxists, most Arab socialists opposed communism for its atheism 
and tried to prove that their ideology was compatible with Islam. They ar¬ 
gued that shopkeepers and small-scale merchants (“national capitalists”) 
could play a constructive role in Arab socialism. They rejected the Marxian 
concept of class struggle; if it were stimulated, they feared, class war would 
divide the Arab world even more and would dissipate energies needed to 
develop a modern economy. Critics said that Arab socialism lacked theo¬ 
retical rigor, inflated Egypt’s already swollen bureaucracy, and discouraged 
foreign investment. 


The Ehb of the Pan-Arab Tide 

In retrospect, the summer of 1958 was the zenith of pan-Arab ism. Just as 
Qasim’s Iraq soon went its own way, so too did Saudi Arabia under Crown 
Prince Faysal. The US Marines in Lebanon confronted more Coke vendors 
than communists. Lebanon’s parliament chose the neutralist Fuad Shihab, 
the general who had kept the army out of the civil war, to replace the pro- 
Western Sham’un. US troops pulled out, all factions agreed to respect the in¬ 
dependence and neutrality of Lebanon, and their leaders resumed their 
favorite activity: making money. Britain likewise withdrew its troops from 
Jordan, but Husayn’s regime did not fall, to everyone’s surprise. A military 
coup in the Sudan in November 1958, at first thought to be pro-Nasir, did 
not unify the Nile Valley. Some Syrians started to wonder why no other 
country followed theirs into the UAR. During 1959-1961, Egypt’s heavy- 
handed bureaucracy made further inroads into Syria’s hitherto capitalistic 
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economy. Even the Bath chafed when Nasir insisted that it, like all other Syr¬ 
ian parties, must be absorbed by his new single party, the National Union. 

For a while, Nasir drew nearer to the West, mainly because Iraq had re¬ 
pudiated his backers in favor of the communists. But the USSR was playing 
a growing role in the UAR economy, and Nasir came to believe that state 
planning and control of all major industries would be needed to fulfill his 
promise to double the national income during the 1960s. In his July (1961) 
Laws, he nationalized nearly all factories, financial institutions, and public 
utilities in Egypt and Syria; reduced to about 100 acres (42 hectares) the 
maximum landholding allowed an individual; and limited the salary that a 
UAR citizen might earn. These laws angered bourgeois Syrians so much 
that two months later an army coup in Damascus ended their union with 
Egypt. Soon after that, the UAR (as Egypt continued to be called, in case 
Syria rejoined the union) ended its federation with Yemen, after its imam 
had allegedly written verses satirizing the July Laws. At the end of 1961, 
Nasir, the leader who still aspired to unite the Arab world, stood alone. 


Arab Socialism and Nasirs Comeback 

The tide of Nasirism had receded. Egypt now looked inward and focused 
on building a new order under Arab socialism. Nasir convened a “National 
Congress of Popular Forces” to draw up what he called the “National Char¬ 
ter,” published amid great fanfare in 1962. A new single party, the Arab So¬ 
cialist Union, replaced the flagging National Union, and half the seats in its 
national council were earmarked for workers and peasants. Workers were 
put on the managing boards of some nationalized companies. For the first 
time in Egypt’s history, a worker and a woman took charge of cabinet min¬ 
istries. If his socialist experiment spurred economic growth and social 
equality, Nasir reasoned, other Arab countries would imitate Egypt. Defy¬ 
ing political isolation, he adopted a new slogan: “Unity of goals, not unity 
of ranks.” 

The first sign of a change was Algeria’s independence in July 1962 after a 
bitter eight-year struggle against France. Algeria’s leader, Ahmad Ben Bella, 
supported Nasir and all revolutionary Arab causes. The second sign was the 
revolution that broke out in Yemen that September, only a week after the 
old imam had died and Prince Badr had taken over. A group of military of¬ 
ficers seized power in San’a and proclaimed Yemen a republic. Elated, 
Egypt’s government hailed the new regime and assumed that Badr had 
been killed. In fact, he and his followers had fled to the hills, where monar¬ 
chist tribesmen were ready to fight for their imam (who, as his title implies, 
was a religious as well as a political leader). They were backed by the Saudis, 
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who feared a subversive Nasirite republic on their southern border. Nasir 
sent an Egyptian force to aid Yemen’s new regime, but its leaders were inex¬ 
perienced. The civil war that started as a contest between followers of 
Imam Badr (mainly Zaydi Shi’is in the hills) and republican officers 
(mainly Shafi’i Sunnis living near the Red Sea) became a five-year proxy 
struggle between conservative Saudi Arabia and revolutionary Egypt. 

Nasir got more heartening news in early 1963, when Ba’thist officers 
staged two successive coups: Qasim’s ouster in Iraq by Abd al-Salam Arif, 
followed by the toppling of Syria’s separatist regime. Soon Iraq and Syria 
adopted identical flags, swore eternal Arab brotherhood, and sent dele¬ 
gates to Cairo to negotiate with Nasir for a new United Arab Republic. 
Popular enthusiasm for Arab unity reached a new peak in April 1963, 
when Egypt, Syria, and Iraq published plans for organic unification. But 
again people’s hopes were dashed, as Nasir and the Ba’th Party failed to 
agree on how the new state should be led. For the rest of the year, disillu¬ 
sioned Arab governments, newspapers, and broadcasters hurled invectives 
at one another. 


The Jordan Waters Dispute 

It was an Israeli move that reunited the Arabs. Ever since Israel’s rebirth, 
its scientists and engineers had tried to get more fresh water to irrigate its 
lands. Hydrologists argued that the Jordan River could be harnessed to ir¬ 
rigate both Israel and Jordan. An American emissary named Eric Johnston 
had secured an agreement from both countries on the technical aspects of 
a plan to share the Jordan waters, but Jordan’s government rejected it on 
political grounds in 1955. For a few years, Israel hoped Jordan might re¬ 
lent, but then it decided to go ahead and build a national water carrier to 
meet its own needs, taking from the Sea of Galilee the share of Jordan 
River waters that the Johnston Plan would have allocated to Israel. 

Israel’s tapping of the Jordan waters galvanized the Arab countries into 
action. If Jordan, Syria, and Lebanon could divert the main tributaries of 
the Jordan River, perhaps Israel would be deterred from completing its na¬ 
tional water carrier. But Israel threatened preemptive air strikes against 
any Arab diversion projects. Nasir invited the Arab kings and presidents to 
Cairo to discuss the issue, and they all met at the Nile Hilton in January 
1964. Though unable to act in concert against Israel, the Arabs decided to 
hold further summits in 1964 and 1965. The consensus was that the Arab 
armies could not yet confront Israel, but that they would build up their 
military strength so that Syria and Jordan could divert the tributaries of 
the Jordan River. 
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The Palestine Liberation Organization 

Another act of the 1964 summit meetings drew little outside attention, but 
it would prove fateful for the Arab world. Arab leaders voted to form the 
Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO). This group was to act as an um¬ 
brella organization for all clubs, societies, and paramilitary groups serving 
the Palestinian Arabs. Encouraged by Nasir, Palestinian representatives met 
in Jerusalems Old City in 1964, asked a veteran spokesman named Ahmad 
al-Shuqayri to appoint an executive board for the PLO, and adopted a na¬ 
tional charter. Its main principles were that the Palestinian Arabs must 
fight to regain their homeland within what had been the British mandate 
borders and that they alone had the right of self-determination in Pales¬ 
tine, although Jews of Palestinian origin might still live in the liberated 
country. To replace the State of Israel, the PLO proposed a secular demo¬ 
cratic state in which Jews, Christians, and Muslims would coexist in peace. 

The PLO began assembling a conventional army, made up of refugees in 
Gaza, Jordan, and Syria. But a more dramatic and effective force was a 
guerrilla movement called al-Fatah (which can be translated as “Conquest” 
or Movement for the Liberation of Palestine). Fatah signaled its existence 
on 1 January 1965 by trying to sabotage part of Israel’s national water- 
carrier system. Its leader was Yasir Arafat, who claimed to have come from 
Jerusalem, had fought against Israel in 1948, then became the leader of the 
Palestinian students in Egypt and lived for a few years in Kuwait. More than 
Shuqayri, Arafat spoke for militant younger Palestinians. Fatah s attacks, 
backed by Syria but generally launched from Jordan, caused some casual¬ 
ties and property damage within Israel. The Israeli government, headed 
since 1963 by Levi Eshkol, decided to force the Arab armies to curb these 
commando operations. In late 1966 the IDF made a devastating retaliatory 
raid into the Jordanian West Bank, destroying commando bases in the vil¬ 
lage of al-Samu’. This move set off protests against Israel from Western as 
well as Arab governments. The UN Security Council unanimously con¬ 
demned Israels raid. Even some Israelis thought that they should have at¬ 
tacked Syria, which had aided the commandos, rather than Jordan. 


Background to War 

By the mid-1960s, Syria had once again emerged as the most ardent Arab 
nationalist state. Unable to form a union with Egypt or even with Iraq in 
1963, its Ba’thist government pressed harder for Arab unity and military 
action against Israel. It spearheaded the attempts to divert the Jordan 
River sources for Syria’s own water needs and armed various Palestinian 
commando groups. An army coup in February 1966 brought to power a 
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radical wing of the Ba’ th Party. Most of the new leaders belonged to a mys¬ 
terious minority, the Alawi religious sect, many of whose members had 
joined the Syrian officer corps to advance themselves socially. Hoping to 
win over the Sunni majority in Syria, these young Alawi officers took pains 
to uphold the principles of Arabism and hence those of the struggle 
against Israel. By this time Nasir had realized that his army, still bogged 
down in Yemen’s civil war, would not be ready to fight against Israel for a 
long time. Egypt’s relations with Washington had sunk to a new low after 
its air force shot down a US civilian plane and President Lyndon Johnson 
cut off surplus wheat sales. The USSR still backed Nasir but withheld the 
offensive weapons he needed to attack Israel. Nasir hoped to restrain 
Syria’s new leaders from drawing Egypt into another war by making a mil¬ 
itary alliance with them. 

This was a serious miscalculation. In April 1967 Syrian planes got into a 
dogfight with the Israelis and came out a poor second. Eshkol warned Syria 
that Israel would retaliate unless it stopped firing on Israeli settlements 
near its borders. In early May the Soviets told Nasir that Israel was massing 
troops in its north for a preemptive attack on Syria. Egypt called up its re¬ 
serves, routed tanks through Egypt’s cities and into the Sinai, and made 
threats against Israel. Nasir may have been bluffing to impress Syria, but no 
one thought so at the time. For months, his rivals, especially the Saudis, 
had taunted him for hiding behind UNEF in Gaza and Sinai. On 16 May 
Nasir asked the United Nations to withdraw some of its peacekeeping 
units. Secretary-General U Thant promptly pulled out all UN forces (to 
Nasir’s amazement), without even consulting the Security Council. Once 
UNEF had evacuated all the key points in Gaza and Sinai, Egyptian mili¬ 
tary units moved in. Among the strategic points they occupied was Sharm 
al-Shaykh, from which they renewed the Arab blockade against Israeli 
shipping through the Gulf of Aqaba. Nasir’s prestige soared again through¬ 
out the Arab world. 

This blockade has come to be seen by Israel and its supporters as the 
main cause of the ensuing war of June 1967. Israel argued that it could not 
allow its trade from Eilat (important in asserting ties with South Asia and 
East Africa, though minor compared with its Mediterranean trade) to be 
hampered in this way. Besides, as Arab newspapers and radio stations were 
openly calling for a war to destroy the Jewish state, the Israelis could hardly 
assume that the Arab governments would stop at blockading the Gulf of 
Aqaba. But what should they do? Their passage through the Tiran Straits 
had been guaranteed by the Western powers. The US government, mired in 
the Vietnam War, counseled caution. The European governments, realizing 
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that they imported most of their oil from the Arab world, had cooled to¬ 
ward Israel since the Suez Affair. Israel chose not to wait for a Western 
flotilla to force open the Tiran Straits or any resolution by the UN Security 
Council. Israel’s leaders said they wanted peace, but they did not want to 
commit national suicide and believed that they could defeat Egypt’s Soviet- 
equipped army. 

After King Husayn flew to Cairo on 30 May to sign an agreement with 
Nasir on a joint Arab military command, Israel’s cabinet assumed that war 
was inevitable. Most reserve units were called up, the economy was put on 
a war footing, and Israel’s political leaders buried their quarrels to form a 
new cabinet that would represent nearly all its parties and factions. Espe¬ 
cially significant was the appointment on 2 June of General Moshe Dayan 
as defense minister, despite his perennial differences with Prime Minister 
Eshkol. A hero in the 1948 independence war and the 1956 Sinai cam¬ 
paign, Dayan gave the Israelis new hope in what many viewed as their 
hour of peril. No one knew for sure what would happen next. But Men- 
achem Begin (who also entered Israel’s wall-to-wall coalition government) 
later confessed to the New York Times: “In 1967 we again had a chance. The 
Egyptian army concentrations in the Sinai approaches do not prove that 
Nasser was really about to attack us. We must be honest with ourselves. We 
decided to attack him.” Other Israeli leaders also played down the threat 
after the fact. But that is getting ahead of our story. 


Conclusion 

The history of the Middle East after May 1967 was so dominated by the 
Arab-Israeli conflict that the preceding era seems serene by comparison. 
But this chapter has shown that the political history of this period was tur¬ 
bulent indeed. Outside powers deserve some blame for fishing in troubled 
waters, but how were those waters troubled in the first place? The clash of 
personalities and policies, especially in the Arab east, are complex and of¬ 
ten confusing. Are there no shortcuts, no generalizations, no keys to un¬ 
derstanding all these details? 

Rapid changes, especially in education and technology, were breaking 
down the customary modes of life and thought. Masses of people, most 
poor and young, flocked to the big cities. Alien ideas and customs, first em¬ 
braced in these growing urban centers, spread everywhere by means of that 
underrated invention, the transistor radio, plus, of course, newspapers and 
magazines, schools and rural health centers, movies and (in some countries) 



326 ❖ 17 Israel’s Rebirth and the Rise of Arab Nationalism 


television. Ideas of nationalism and progress seemed to make gains at the 
expense of religion and respect for tradition, just as the car and the truck re¬ 
placed the camel and the donkey. 

Was this good? Most people thought so at that time, but many nationalist 
slogans and ideologies have since proven false, and many Arabs did not un¬ 
derstand these imported ideologies. As a blend of traditional and modern 
values, Nasirism now sounds like a personality cult. Positive neutralism was 
a natural reaction to the cold war, but why was Egypt’s rejection of both the 
Western and the communist blocs deemed “positive”? Neutralism worked 
only so long as both sides were competing for Arab favor. Pan-Arabism 
overlooked the deep-seated differences within the Arab world, not just 
among leaders but also among their peoples, as well as between countries 
having oil and those lacking that vital resource. Arab nationalism tended to 
alienate religious and ethnic minorities, such as Lebanon’s Maronites and 
Iraq’s Kurds. Parliamentary democracy broke down when the masses were 
hungry and uneducated and when army officers and newly trained techni¬ 
cians were impatient to govern. Arab socialism failed to change Arab society 
from its traditional individualism, clannishness, and patriarchy into a col¬ 
lectivist economic system serving the common good. 

Remember this book’s early chapters, which told you how Islam, as a 
doctrine and a way of life, inspired the Arabs and their converts to sub¬ 
merge their cares and desires into one collective enterprise encompassing 
the conquests, the High Caliphate, and Islamic civilization. There have 
been many articulate Muslim thinkers, from Muhammad Abduh through 
Sayyid Qutb, but their voices were drowned out by those who spoke 
louder or were tuned out by those who would not hear. Sayyid Qutb, a 
leading writer and Muslim Brother, was jailed and eventually hanged in 
1966 by Nasir’s government, despite widespread Arab pleas for clemency. 
How sad that no new Muslim leader came forth to recharge these batter¬ 
ies, to enlist the people’s minds and muscles to rebuild the umma , to har¬ 
ness the tools and techniques of modern industry to create an egalitarian 
society, and to make Islam a guide for right thoughts and actions in the 
modern world! What might the Arabs have achieved with stronger guid¬ 
ance and a more coherent set of beliefs? 

Israel had problems, too. Political Zionism had achieved its goal of creat¬ 
ing a Jewish state, but was it truly a light unto the Gentiles? One scholar re¬ 
marked in 1963 that the most successful product that had come out of 
Israel since its creation was the Uzi submachine gun. Judaism as practiced 
during centuries of dispersion meant little to Israel’s founders. Ben-Gurion 
and others wondered why so few Jews came to Israel from the West. With 
half of Israel’s people having immigrated from elsewhere in the Middle 
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East, were they becoming too much like their Arab neighbors? In reaction, 
Israelis developed cults of physical fitness and martial might, of archaeolog¬ 
ical quests to affirm their ties to the land, of redemption through the plant¬ 
ing of trees. Divided on how Jewish they should be, they ranged from the 
ultra-observant (some refused to recognize the Jewish state until the Mes¬ 
siah came) to those who denied God’s existence and the Bible’s relevance to 
modern life. Jewish religious leadership was no better than its Muslim and 
Christian counterparts elsewhere. What part could the Arabs, a sixth of Is¬ 
rael’s population, play in a state whose flag featured the Star of David and 
whose anthem expressed the Jews’ longing for the land of Zion? What about 
the Arabs who had fled from Israel in 1948 and claimed the right to return? 
If Jews had remembered Zion for two thousand years, could Palestinians 
forget it in fewer than twenty? Amid the mists of ideological confusion and 
the dust of political combat brew the storms that have raged in the Middle 
East since 1967 and that dominate our final chapters. 




EIGHTEEN 


War and the Quest for Peace 


On 5 June 1967 Israel launched a series of preemptive air strikes against its 
hostile Arab neighbors. Its consequent victory over Egypt, Syria, and Jor¬ 
dan took only six days. It refuted the notion, common after 1956, that the 
Jewish state could not defeat the Arabs without Western allies. It exploded 
the myth that “unity of goals” among the Arab states would enable them 
to defeat Israel and proved that the Israel Defense Force (IDF) had at¬ 
tained high levels of skill, valor, and coordination in order to ensure the 
country’s survival. 

It also created a new myth, shared by supporters and enemies of the Jew¬ 
ish state, that Israel was invincible. This myth lasted until October 1973, 
when another war, begun by Egypt and Syria, showed that an Arab army 
could exercise courage and skill to achieve limited success against Israel’s 
military might. This October (or Yom Kippur) War was the most intensely 
fought, the costliest in lives and equipment, and the greatest threat to world 
peace of any war waged between the Arabs and Israel up to that time. It also 
set off a fourfold increase in the price of oil and nearly sparked a military 
showdown between the superpowers. Its aftermath enlarged the US role in 
trying to resolve the conflict. At first these attempts barely nudged Israel 
and the Arabs toward a settlement, but the peace process gained momen¬ 
tum through a series of interim agreements. Finally, Egypt’s President An¬ 
war al-Sadat, the only leader willing to take a significant risk for peace, 
broke the impasse in November 1977 with a dramatic flight to Jerusalem. A 
flurry of peace conferences and high-level meetings ensued. The end result 
was the Camp David Accords, followed by an Egyptian-Israeli treaty in 
March 1979. But there was no comprehensive peace. 

One of the overarching themes of Middle East history between 1967 and 
1979 was the Arab-Israeli conflict. More than ever before, it held center 
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stage in the Middle East drama. Many (though certainly not all) diaspora 
Jews turned into ardent Zionists. The Palestine question gained new signif¬ 
icance in Arab states as remote as Morocco and Kuwait. Quarrels among 
the Arab countries and power struggles within them continued, but after 
1967 they became secondary to the Arab-Israeli conflict. Hardly a month 
went by without some prediction that a new war was about to break out. 
Most people still assumed that Israel—if adequately armed by the US— 
would win any conventional war. Therefore, Palestinian fidaiyin came to 
dominate in Arab strategy against Israel. 

After 1967 the USSR stepped up its role as arms supplier and adviser to 
many of the Arab states, as the US did for Israel. This intensified superpower 
involvement in a conflict that threatened to escalate into World War III. As 
neither side wanted so drastic a confrontation, they frequently conferred to¬ 
gether and with other powers over possible imposed solutions to the con¬ 
flict. Many would suggest formulas. Neither the Arabs nor the Jews wanted 
the wars, the threats, and the tensions to go on forever. But at what price 
could each party accept peace with the other? The old Arab issue about the 
displaced Palestinians tended to give way to two others: return of Arab lands 
taken by Israel in June 1967 and recognition of the Palestinians’ national 
rights. The Israelis still demanded security and Arab recognition but argued 
among themselves over which of the captured lands—Jerusalem, the West 
Bank (which most Israelis call Judea and Samaria), the Gaza Strip, the Sinai, 
and the Golan Heights—they should give back in exchange for peace. 
Meanwhile, they defied international law by creating and expanding Jewish 
settlements in the occupied areas. Arms purchases claimed a growing share 
of every Middle Eastern government’s budget, more young men in uniform 
risked dying before their time, and people’s energies shifted from construc¬ 
tive to destructive endeavors. Malesh (Never mind), said the Arabs; Ma la'a- 
sot? (What’s to be done?), asked the Israelis. No matter, both sides felt. 
Survival and dignity were worth more than the highest price they (or their 
backers) could ever pay! 


The June 1967 War 

The story of Israel’s lightning victory over the Arabs in 1967 will be told, 
in varying versions, for years to come. It began when Israel’s air force at¬ 
tacked the main air bases of Egypt—followed by those of Jordan and 
Syria—on the morning of 5 June and wiped out virtually all their war¬ 
making potential. Having gained air mastery in the first hour, Israel sent 
its army into Sinai and, in four days’ fighting, took the whole peninsula. As 
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he had done in 1956, Nasir ordered the Suez Canal blocked, but by taking 
Sharm al-Shaykh, Israel broke the blockade of the Gulf of Aqaba. 

As King Husayn, hoping to share in any Arab gains, had made a pact 
with Nasir one week before the war that effectively put his army under 
Egyptian command, Jordan plunged into the war by firing into Israeli sec¬ 
tions of Jerusalem. The IDF then invaded the northern part of the West 
Bank and also the north side of Arab Jerusalem to secure Mount Scopus 
(an Israeli enclave since the 1949 armistice) and to attack the Old City 
from its eastern side. On 7 June the Israelis took the city, after fierce fight¬ 
ing, and prayed at the Western Wall for the first time in nineteen years. 
Elsewhere on the West Bank Israeli forces drove back the Jordanians, un¬ 
der Husayn’s direct command, in extremely tough combat. The Arabs ac¬ 
cused Israel of dropping napalm on Jordanian troops and of using scare 
tactics to clear out some refugee camps and West Bank villages. Some 
200,000 Arabs sought refuge across the Jordan River, and new tent camps 
ringed the hills around Amman. Many Palestinians, after hearing promises 
from the Arab radio stations that Israel would be wiped out and that they 
would be allowed to return home, wondered why the Arab armies failed to 
work together for the desired victory. 

Syria was the least helpful. Owing to recent border clashes with Jordan, 
the Syrians did nothing for Husayn until he was defeated. By then, Israel 
could storm Syria’s well-fortified positions on the Golan Heights—no easy 
task—when no other Arab country could help the Damascus regime, 
which had already called for a cease-fire. If Israel and Syria had not finally 
agreed to stop fighting on 10 June, nothing would have stopped the Israelis 
from marching into Damascus itself. A Palestinian historian concluded his 
Modern History of Syria with the following: “Syria had often in history 
marched under the banner of Islam to victory and glory; it had yet to prove 
that it could do so under the banner of Arab nationalism.” 

One tragic incident during the war involved US military forces. On 8 
June, a cloudless day, the US intelligence ship Liberty sustained repeated 
attacks by Israeli aircraft and gunboats, killing 34 American sailors and 
wounding 172. Israel claimed this was a case of mistaken identity, having 
thought that the Liberty was an Egyptian freighter, although the ship was 
clearly signed and flew an American flag. On the day of the attack, rescue 
aircraft sent to aid the ship were called back on the command of President 
Lyndon Johnson. A subsequent naval investigation took no testimony from 
Liberty crew members. There has never been a congressional investigation, 
and documents pertinent to the attack are still classified. Israel’s motive 
for attacking the ship remains unclear. Arab sources claim that the attack 
was meant to cover up Israel’s execution of Egyptian prisoners of war in 
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al-Arish. Israel did issue an apology to the US government and paid com¬ 
pensation to the Americans. 


Reasons for the Outcome 

The 1967 war indeed discredited Arab nationalism. Beforehand the Arab 
forces had seemed superior on paper: Egypt alone had more men under 
arms than Israel, even if Israel mobilized all its reserve units; the Arabs had 
2,700 tanks compared to 800 for Israel, 800 fighter planes to Israels 190, 
and 217 ships to Israels 37, and the population ratio was about 25 to 1. 
The Arabs enjoyed cautious support from the communist bloc and most 
Asian and African nations, at a time when Washington’s position (to quote 
a State Department spokesman) was “neutral in thought, word, and deed.” 
The White House promptly changed “neutral” to “non-belligerent.” With a 
half-million troops in Vietnam the US could not easily have intervened, 
even if Israel had asked it to do so. 

Why then did Israel win? One obvious reply is that Israel attacked first, 
destroyed most of the Arab fighter planes, and then kept complete control 
of the air. Another is that Egypt’s best troops were still fighting in the 
Yemen civil war. The New York Times reported during the war that Israel 
probably had more troops on the field than its enemies, deployed better 
firepower, and used greater mobility in battle. Israel also had rapid internal 
transport and communication. The technical sophistication of Israel’s sol¬ 
diers helped. Israeli culture encouraged improvisatory thinking under 
pressure and egalitarian camaraderie between officers and fighting men. 
We do not claim that the Israeli soldiers were better than their Arab coun¬ 
terparts in strength, motor skills, or even bravery, but they did cooperate 
with their comrades-in-arms. Arab armies were riven by factionalism, and 
their governments did not trust one another. These factors contributed to 
the Arab defeat in 1948. In 1967, even after most anachronistic monarchies 
and landowning elites had fallen from power, even after some fifteen years 
of pan-Arabism and social reform in Egypt and Syria, and even after bil¬ 
lions of dollars worth of Soviet and Western arms had poured into the 
Arab world, the Arabs’ divisiveness led to a swifter, more devastating defeat 
in 1967 than in 1948. Small wonder that Nasir, the Arab nationalist leader, 
tried to resign at the end of the war! 


The Wars Aftermath 

By the time the guns fell silent on 10 June, Israel had expanded its land area 
to three times what it had been six days earlier, having occupied the Gaza 
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Strip, the Sinai Peninsula, the West Bank, and the Golan Heights (see Map 
18.1). Almost a million Arabs, most of them Palestinians, had come under 
Israeli rule. Israel had not anticipated this. No one had drawn up contin¬ 
gency plans. Defense Minister Dayan and other Israeli officials had claimed 
during the war that they would defend, not expand, Israels territory. In¬ 
deed, some Israelis viewed Gaza and the West Bank as a part of their Biblical 
patrimony and wanted to absorb them. Most were relieved just to find that 
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they had not been annihilated and that the physical destruction and loss of 
Jewish lives were less than anyone had expected. Many hoped that the mili¬ 
tant Arab leaders would be overthrown by the moderates or that their gov¬ 
ernments would sue for peace. In retrospect, it is too bad that both sides 
were not more accommodating. The Arabs would not negotiate from weak¬ 
ness (some noted that Hitler could not persuade Churchill to talk peace in 
1940), whereas Israel chose to hold all the occupied lands as bargaining 
chips in the peace talks it hoped would ensue. Its new borders (really cease¬ 
fire lines) were shorter and more defensible than the old ones had been. 
Israels haste to annex East Jerusalem and to colonize the conquered lands 
fueled Arab fears of Israeli expansionism. 


UN Peace Efforts 

The Arabs believed that a just solution was more apt to come from the UN 
(as in 1956) than from direct negotiations. Responding to a Soviet call, the 
General Assembly held a special session that June, but none of the resolu¬ 
tions put forth by the various blocs could muster the necessary majority. 
After five futile weeks, the General Assembly handed the issue back to the 
Security Council. A summit meeting between Soviet Premier Alexei Kosy¬ 
gin and President Johnson also failed. In August the Arab leaders (none of 
whom had fallen from power because of the war) held their own summit 
in Khartum and resolved not to negotiate with Israel. 

By the time the Security Council resumed its deliberations, both sides 
had hardened their positions. While the Arabs ruled out peace talks with Is¬ 
rael, the Israelis were flaunting their occupation in the captured lands. Arab 
houses were razed in Jerusalem’s Old City to expand the space in front of 
the Western Wall. Suspected fidaiyin in Gaza and the West Bank were jailed 
or deported and often their houses were blown up; whole villages and 
towns were destroyed. Jewish settlers, with government backing, began 
building settlements in the Golan Heights, the environs of Hebron, and 
East Jerusalem, notably on the hills connecting Mount Scopus with the 
western half of the city. Israel’s annexation of East Jerusalem, including the 
Old City, defied the UN General Assembly and violated international law. 
The USSR rearmed Syria and Egypt, sending them more technicians and 
advisers. The danger of a new war loomed. 

It was left to the Security Council to devise a peace formula acceptable 
to Israel and the Arabs, as well as to the superpowers. During the debates, 
Britain’s Lord Caradon devised a formula with the necessary ambiguity— 
the oft-quoted Resolution 242—to which all the permanent members 
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could agree. It stressed “the inadmissibility of acquiring territory by war” 
and called for a just and lasting peace based on (1) withdrawal of Israeli 
armed forces from territories occupied in the recent conflict and (2) the 
right of every state in the area to “live in peace within secure and recog¬ 
nized boundaries free from threats and acts of force.” It also called for free¬ 
dom of navigation through international waterways and a “just settlement 
to the refugee problem.” 

Resolution 242 has joined the Husayn-McMahon correspondence and 
the Balfour Declaration in that gallery of ambiguous documents compli¬ 
cating the Arab-Israeli conflict. The various parties to this conflict inter¬ 
preted the document differently. The Arabs saw the resolution as calling 
on Israel to return, as a precondition for peace, all the lands it had taken in 
the June war. Israel claimed that the resolution meant withdrawal from 
some of these lands, as each country was to live in peace within secure and 
recognized boundaries. Some Arabs interpreted the “just settlement to the 
refugee problem” to mean Israels readmission of all displaced Palestinians 
wishing to return (the General Assembly had passed resolutions to that 
effect almost annually since 1948). Israel contended that the Palestinian 
refugees should be settled in the Arab countries. After all, the Arab states, 
retaliating for Israels “ethnic cleansing” of the Palestinians, had expelled 
their Jewish citizens, most of whom had settled in Israel. 

Jordan, Israel, and Egypt agreed to abide by Resolution 242 (Syria, seeing 
it as a de facto recognition of Israel, rejected it until 1974), even though 
Arabs and Israelis disagreed on what it meant. Secretary-General U Thant 
asked a mediator, Gunnar Jarring, to bring the two sides closer together. 
But even as he began his ultimately fruitless mission in early 1968, the reso¬ 
lution s shortcomings were becoming evident. One, clearly, was that each 
side expected the other to give in first. Another was that no limitation was 
put on the arms race, which was as feverish and financially debilitating as 
ever. Yet another was that the Arabs could still wage economic warfare 
against Israel and its backers—the boycott would go on. Finally, although 
this became clear only with the passage of time, Resolution 242 ignored the 
rights and interests of the Palestinian people. 


The Palestinians as a Political Force 


The emergence of the Palestinians as a separate factor in the Arab-Israeli 
conflict was one of the most dramatic developments in 1967. The idea that 
the Palestinians constitute a distinct people is novel. Never before in Middle 
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East history had the Arabs living in Palestine sought or gained status as a 
separate and independent state. Quite the contrary, the Arabs of that region 
had usually chosen, if indeed they could exercise any choice at all, to claim a 
major identity: Muslim, Arab, or Greater Syrian. Before Israel’s rebirth, Jews 
and foreigners often used the term Palestinian to denote the inhabitants of 
Palestine, but rarely had Arabs themselves used that label. Between 1948 and 
1967, the Arabs from Palestine, especially the refugees in neighboring coun¬ 
tries, had been the most ardent backers of pan-Arabism. They hoped to end 
all distinctions between them and the other Arabs whose aid they sought. 

But Palestinians, because of their shared experiences and ideas, did 
come to see themselves as a people and then as a nation, just as surely as 
Eastern Europe’s Jews had turned into Zionists in the early twentieth cen¬ 
tury. According to the Palestinians’ view of their own past, the Jewish set¬ 
tlers in Palestine shunned the local Arabs before Israel attained statehood, 
expelled them during the 1948 war, and then refused to let them return to 
what had become Israel. The other Arab states would not, could not, and 
indeed should not have absorbed them. No country wanted them. But 
these refugees did not want to see themselves or to be seen by others as ob¬ 
jects of pity, wards of the UN Relief and Works Agency, or causes of em¬ 
barrassment to other Arabs. After the 1967 war revealed the inadequacy of 
the Arab states’ armies, the Palestinians decided it was time to declare 
themselves a nation, get their own arms, train themselves to fight, and re¬ 
gain their lands, which the Arab armies had lost. 

As a result of the war, therefore, the Palestine Liberation Organization, 
set up in 1964 at the behest of the Arab governments, emerged as a militant 
group. The older leaders, notably the loquacious Shuqayri, gave way to 
younger ones who, though no less determined to wipe out Israel, knew bet¬ 
ter how to use the Western media to publicize their cause. It was easy to get 
support from the communist bloc, but the PLO wanted to win public opin¬ 
ion in Western Europe and North America over to the Palestinian cause. To 
do this, they could no longer call for Israel’s destruction and the Jewish 
bloodbath or mass exodus that would most likely ensue. Rather, they pro¬ 
posed to redeem what had been Palestine up to 1948 from the “false ideol¬ 
ogy” of Zionism, a colonialist dogma that debased the Jewish faith and 
oppressed the Muslim and Christian Arabs who had formerly constituted 
most of Palestine’s population. Israel’s leaders were likened to those of the 
white settlers of Rhodesia and South Africa. Palestinians viewed their 
fidaiyin, whom the Israelis called terrorists, as freedom fighters, like the Al¬ 
gerian National Liberation Front under French rule or the Partisans during 
the Nazi occupation of France. The PLO also retained its covenant calling 
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for the replacement of Israel with a secular, democratic, nonsectarian state 
of Palestine. 

Early in 1968 the Israel Defense Force, stung into retaliatory action by 
Palestinian raids and bombings, attacked the Jordanian village of Karamah, 
some 25 miles (40 km) west of Amman. Israel reportedly lost six jet fighters 
and twelve tanks in the battle before both sides accepted a new cease-fire. 
Many of Jordan s casualties were Palestinians from Fatah, whose role in re¬ 
sisting the IDF gave new luster to Arafat and his backers. Certainly Fatah 
outshone the regular armies of Egypt, Syria, and Jordan. Young men in the 
refugee camps and in many Arab cities and villages rallied to Fatah. Even 
King Husayn announced, after an IDF raid across the Jordan River, “We are 
all fidaiyin now.” Foreign journalists flocked to interview Arafat and to visit 
his training camps. Some, impressed by his zealous nationalism, extolled his 
vision of a liberated Palestine that would be secular and democratic, a state 
where Jews, Christians, and Muslims might live together in peace, in con¬ 
trast to the “unholy land” of Zionism (Israel). Skeptics asked whether any 
existing Arab state was secular, democratic, or capable of preserving con¬ 
cord among the various religious groups living within its borders. The 
Palestinians admitted that many Arab leaders were reactionary, bigoted per¬ 
haps, and tied to landholding or bourgeois class interests; but the fidaiyin 
were young, well educated, and free from these ties to the past. Even though 
some of these same reactionary and bourgeois groups were helping to fi¬ 
nance Fatah and the PLO, their aim of creating a secular democratic state in 
Palestine was sincere, at least so long as they had no power. 


Abortive Peace Efforts 

Meanwhile, Washington tried to resolve the Arab-Israeli conflict in a dif¬ 
ferent way, through an accord among the major outside powers. President 
Johnson, Secretary of State Dean Rusk, and other American officials 
hoped somehow to reach agreements with the Soviet leaders, as well as 
with those of Britain and France. The US hoped that the USSR might in¬ 
fluence the leading Arab states, whereupon the Americans would use their 
leverage on Israel, probably by selling or withholding advanced weapons, 
to bring about a peace settlement based on Resolution 242. They hoped 
the Soviets wanted to stop pouring weapons into Egypt, Syria, and Iraq, 
arms that might never be paid for and that required large training mis¬ 
sions. In truth, Moscow sold mainly defensive arms to Egypt and Syria, 
urging restraint on their governments. If Soviet forces used naval and air 
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facilities in these countries, they were imitating what the US Sixth Fleet 
had done in the Mediterranean before the 1967 war. 

During the war the USSR had ruptured diplomatic relations with Israel, 
and many of the Arab states had broken ties with the US. The superpowers 
were now less able to mediate in the Middle East. Israel argued that a 
peace settlement imposed by the superpowers would last only as long as 
the Arab states were too weak to defy it. Look at what had happened to the 
settlement imposed on Egypt after the 1956 war. On the other hand, many 
Arabs argued that Israels actions defied UN, Great Power, and Arab peace 
proposals. They doubted that the US and Soviet governments would re¬ 
solve the root issues once they had served their own Middle East interests. 

Richard Nixon’s victory in the 1968 presidential election gave some 
hope to the Arabs; perhaps a new US administration might support them. 
Nixon sent a special envoy to the Middle East who returned calling for a 
more “evenhanded” approach, implying that Johnson’s administration 
had tilted against the Arabs. A major issue in debates over US Middle East 
policy has been the degree to which Washington should authorize arms 
sales to Israel or, indeed, to such pro-Western Arab states as Jordan. John¬ 
son had arranged to sell Phantom jets to Israel, but Nixon delayed the 
deal, putting pressure on the Israelis to return land to the Arabs. 


The War of Attrition 

But the Egyptians, noting the attention paid to fidaiyin raids and Israeli 
retaliations, did not wait. In March 1969 Nasir announced that Egypt 
would step up the shooting that had been going on across the Suez Canal 
intermittently since 1967, starting the so-called War of Attrition. This was 
a strategy designed to increase pressure on military targets. The Israelis re¬ 
sponded by attacking both military and Egyptian civilian targets (using 
American equipment in violation of US arms export control laws). More 
Egyptians than Israelis were killed, Egypt’s cities west of the canal got 
shelled so badly that their civilian inhabitants had to be evacuated, Israeli 
commandos crossed over and raided Egyptian military targets, and Israeli 
jets flew sorties over Cairo and bombed military bases and munitions fac¬ 
tories in the Nile Delta. Many Egyptians feared a direct hit on the Aswan 
High Dam, which Soviet money and engineers had almost finished build¬ 
ing. By 1970 Israeli troops had dug themselves in behind the Bar Lev line 
just east of the canal; in the meantime Egypt was becoming ever more vul¬ 
nerable to Israel’s planes, including new US-supplied Phantom jet fighters. 
Nasir had failed to predict how Israel would react to his decision to launch 
the War of Attrition; Israel equally misjudged Egypt’s response to its deep- 
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penetration bombing raids. Nasir flew to Moscow to get the USSR to send 
Egypt more guns, tanks, planes, missiles, and advisers. By the summer of 
1970, Israeli fighter pilots engaging in dogfights high above the Suez Canal 
found that not only the MiGs but also some of their pilots came from the 
USSR. Israel did not want American intervention, but the danger of a su¬ 
perpower confrontation loomed. 


Political Changes: 1967-1970 

What else was happening during the War of Attrition? We wrote earlier 
that no Arab government was overthrown as a result of the 1967 defeat. 
Nevertheless, leadership changes did occur. Alignments of Arab govern¬ 
ments remained kaleidoscopic. 


The Two Yemens 

During the 1967 Khartum summit, Egypt and Saudi Arabia agreed to 
wind down the five-year-old civil war in Yemen. Soon after Nasir pulled 
out his troops, the republican regime he had backed fell from power. Its 
successor edged toward accommodation with the imam, his tribal backers, 
and the Saudis. Yemen remained a republic, but in 1970 its government 
became a coalition that included royalists. Farther south, the British had 
long tried to combine the urban and politicized citizens of Aden Colony 
with the tribal shaykhs and sultans of the southern Arabian Peninsula (the 
portion known as the Aden Protectorate). The combination was to be 
called the South Arabian Federation. The tribal leaders, most of them pro- 
British, were supposed to balance the urban radicals, who gained strength 
in the 1960s as nationalist groups arose among the unionized workers in 
Aden’s port. This outpost of empire was becoming too costly to Britain, so 
the Labour government decided in 1966 to let it go. Once it had an¬ 
nounced its intention to pull all troops out of southern Arabia, the federa¬ 
tion’s Arab backers became disenchanted, and the two leading nationalist 
groups began competing for control of the entire area. In late 1967 Britain 
handed over southern Arabia to the victorious faction, the National (Lib¬ 
eration) Front. The new country was renamed the People’s Republic of 
Southern Yemen. As its leaders hoped that it might someday be reunited 
with North Yemen, it later became the People’s Democratic Republic of 
Yemen (PDRY), the sole Marxist state in the Arab world. Its politics con¬ 
tinued to interact with those of North Yemen; in 1978 both countries’ 
leaders were assassinated within two days, possibly by the same man. The 
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two states' politics did gradually converge during the 1980s, and they 
united as the Republic of Yemen in 1990. The union has not been com¬ 
plete; a bitter civil war broke out between Aden (backed by Saudi Arabia) 
and the rest of the Yemen Republic in 1994. Deep rifts endure in this sup¬ 
posedly unified country. 


Iraq 

In Iraq, Abd al-Rahman Arif (who in 1966 had replaced his brother, Abd 
al-Salam, killed in a plane crash) was ousted by a rightist coup in July 
1968. Two weeks later another Ba'th Party splinter group seized power in 
Baghdad. The new regime soon quarreled with Syria over Euphrates River 
water rights, even though both states were ruled by the Bath Party. Rela¬ 
tions with Iran were strained because both countries wanted to control 
the Shatt al-Arab, where the Tigris and the Euphrates meet before empty¬ 
ing into the Persian Gulf. Iraq attacked Egypt and Jordan for having ac¬ 
cepted Resolution 242, which tacitly recognized Israel. Kurds in northern 
Iraq went on fighting for their independence, and the government tried to 
distract popular opinion at home by publicly hanging fourteen convicted 
Israeli spies (nine of them Jewish) in Baghdad. A tentative settlement with 
the Kurds in 1970 did not last; Iraq accused the shah of Iran of arming 
Kurdish rebels. As the Kurdish rebellion increasingly threatened Iraq's 
control over its oil-rich northern provinces, Baghdad moved toward a 
pro-Iranian policy. Meeting with the shah in 1975, Iraqi Vice President 
Saddam Husayn conceded to Iran sovereignty over the Shatt al-Arab on 
the Iranian side of its deepest channel, in return for Iran’s cutting off all 
aid to the Kurdish rebels. The Kurdish rebellion subsided for a time but re¬ 
vived in the late 1980s. 


Libya 

In 1969 military coups overthrew moderate governments in Somalia, Libya, 
and the Sudan. The most noteworthy was Libya's revolution, which brought 
to power an impetuous, articulate, and devout army colonel named 
Mu'ammar al-Qadhafi. This young officer emerged as the new champion of 
militant Arab nationalism. He persuaded the Americans and the British to 
evacuate their air bases in Libya, made all tourists carry travel documents 
written in Arabic, and volunteered his army for duty alongside Nasir’s on 
the Suez Canal and the fidaiyin in Jordan and Lebanon. Nasir liked the 
Libyan revolutionary, who reminded him of himself as a young officer, be¬ 
fore he had aged prematurely from fighting Zionism and imperialism. 
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Israel 

Meanwhile, Ben-Gurion’s successor as premier, Levi Eshkol, died in March 
1969. His replacement was the former foreign minister and Mapai secretary- 
general, Golda Meir. Although she was supposed to serve only as a caretaker 
until the November 1969 elections, disputes among other politicians and 
factions within Israels ruling Labor Alignment made her the most accept¬ 
able standard-bearer for her party. After the elections she formed a broad 
coalition government. She proved to be a strong-willed, capable leader. Born 
in Russia and reared in Milwaukee, she managed to stop Israels prima don¬ 
nas, Yigal Allon and Moshe Dayan, from fighting publicly. She could also 
make Americans view Middle Eastern events through Israeli glasses. 


The Rogers Peace Plan 

As usual, the State Department was less influenced by Israel than any other 
branch of the US government. In yet another attempt to break the Middle 
East impasse, Secretary of State William Rogers proposed in December 1969 
the peace plan that has come to bear his name. Basically, the Rogers Plan 
called for a renewal of the Israeli-Egyptian cease-fire and a resumption of 
Jarring’s mediation efforts between the two countries. Rogers envisaged a 
lasting peace “sustained by a sense of security on both sides,” with borders 
that “should not reflect the weight of conquest”—meaning that Israel 
should give up almost all the lands it had taken in the war. He added that 
“there can be no lasting peace without a just settlement of the refugee prob¬ 
lem,” but he did not specify what that might be. As for Jerusalem, he op¬ 
posed its annexation by Israel and proposed that it be united and accessible 
to all faiths and nationalities. Nasir rejected the Rogers Plan at first, but the 
Arab summit meeting held that month at Rabat offered him little additional 
military or economic aid to help Egypt fight the War of Attrition. 

The war’s escalation during the first half of 1970 and the threat of super¬ 
power involvement may have made the Rogers Plan look better to Nasir; 
the Americans might give him by diplomacy what Egypt’s armed forces 
had failed to gain by war. In a dramatic policy shift, Nasir announced 
Egypt’s acceptance of a revised Rogers Plan on 23 July. Jordan, harassed by 
mounting fidaiyin activities on its soil, quickly followed suit. Israel dis¬ 
trusted the new US policy but reluctantly went along. A ninety-day cease¬ 
fire took effect, and Jarring resumed his rounds of Middle Eastern capitals 
(except Damascus, which still rejected Resolution 242). Israel’s doubts 
seemed justified when Egypt moved some of its new surface-to-air missiles 
within range of the Suez Canal, an apparent violation of the agreement. 
Egypt replied that it had planned to move them before the cease-fire was 
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arranged, because of Israels earlier bombing raids, and noted that Israel 
had deployed more advanced weaponry in the area under the guise of re¬ 
supplying its troops. In October 1973 Egypt would use its missiles against 
Israel in the Sinai, but in 1970 Washington did not want to derail the nego¬ 
tiations by forcing a pullback. Israel then ended peace talks with Jarring, 
even though the US had offered Jerusalem $500 million in credits, mainly 
to buy more Phantom jet fighters. 


Clashes in Lebanon and Jordan 

The Rogers Peace Plan set off a crisis in Jordan. Its root cause was the Pales¬ 
tinian problem. The fidaiyin could not maintain bases within Israel or its 
occupied lands because of Israels strict security arrangements and its harsh 
reprisals against suspected resistance fighters. Instead, they stationed them¬ 
selves in refugee camps and peasant villages in southern Lebanon and east 
of the Jordan River. Since guerrilla attacks led to Israeli retaliatory raids 
across the border, many Lebanese and Jordanians resented having the 
Palestinians in their countries. Several clashes took place in Lebanon in 
the fall of 1969. An accord reached in Cairo between the PLO and Leba¬ 
non’s government limited the Palestinians’ freedom to act there, causing 
them to step up their activities in Jordan in 1970. Quarrels broke out be¬ 
tween the PLO and King Husayn’s troops, many of whom were bedouin 
who had never liked the Palestinians. 

The explosion was sparked by a Marxist group, the Popular Front for 
the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP), led by George Habash. He believed that 
the Palestinians could reach their goals only by first attacking Western 
governments and civilians in order to dramatize their cause. Specifically, 
his group chose to hijack passenger airplanes, starting with an El Al jet 
that it diverted to Algiers in 1968. In September 1970 the PFLP climaxed 
its campaign by hijacking four Western planes, all filled with homeward- 
bound tourists, and forcing them to land in a desert airstrip near Amman. 
The hijackings so embarrassed the Jordanian government that Husayn’s 
army began attacking the Palestinians, civilians as well as fidaiyin, destroy¬ 
ing whole sections of Amman and other cities and towns, an assault that 
came to be called “Black September.” Syria sent an armored column into 
Jordan to help the Palestinians but pulled back when Israel (with US sup¬ 
port) threatened to intervene. Egypt’s government again stepped in, as it 
had done in Lebanon, but it took literally all Nasir’s remaining strength to 
mediate between Arafat and Husayn. On the next day Nasir died of a heart 
attack. Given his career as an Arab militant, it is ironic that Nasir’s last act 
was to rescue Husayn from the Palestinians, thus saving a US peace plan. 



Political Changes: 1967-1970 ❖ 343 


Egypt After Nasir 

Nasir’s death set off an extraordinary wave of public mourning in Egypt. 
The Guinness Book of World Records cited his funeral for having had more 
participants (4 million is a conservative estimate) than any other in history. 
Anwar al-Sadat, Nasir’s vice president and one of the last of the original 
“free officers,” was chosen to succeed him, but few expected him to last long 
in power. Other Nasirites competed against Sadat and with one another. 
Only on 15 May 1971 did Sadat assert full control of his government by 
purging his opponents. While feigning loyalty to Nasir’s principles, Sadat 
began making far-reaching changes. Nasir’s elaborate internal security ap¬ 
paratus was dismantled. Sadat invited Egyptian and foreign capitalists to 
invest in local enterprises, even though such investment meant a retreat 
from socialism. The country’s name, which remained the United Arab Re¬ 
public even after Syria’s secession, was changed to the Arab Republic of 
Egypt. Although Egypt’s Soviet ties were seemingly tightened by a fifteen- 
year alliance treaty signed in May 1971, they were actually unraveling be¬ 
cause Moscow would not sell offensive weapons to Sadat for use against 
Israel. The next year, Sadat’s patience would become so frayed that he 
would expel from Egypt most of the Soviet advisers and technicians. 


The End of the Rogers Peace Plan 

What happened to the US government’s efforts to bring peace to the Mid¬ 
dle East? The temporary cease-fire was renewed several times during the 
fall of 1970 and winter of 1971, as Jarring shuttled between Egypt and Is¬ 
rael. In February he sent notes to both sides, inviting them to accept cer¬ 
tain points as a prerequisite to negotiations. Egypt would have to sign a 
peace agreement with Israel embodying the final settlement. And Israel 
would have to pull back to what had been the frontier between Egypt and 
Palestine (giving Egypt control of Sinai, but not the Gaza Strip). Sadat ac¬ 
tually consented to sign a contractual agreement on the terms of a peace 
with Israel, something Nasir had never done. But Israel refused to with¬ 
draw to the pre-June 1967 armistice line, and Jarring ended his mission 
and thus the Rogers Plan. Both Israel and Egypt did express interest in a 
partial settlement that would have included reopening the Suez Canal 
(closed since 1967), with Israel withdrawing slightly from its east bank. 
Washington tried to obtain agreement on this interim deal, and Egypt and 
Israel might have saved many lives later by accepting it in 1971. Sadat took 
to calling 1971 “the year of decision,” in which Egypt and Israel would 
either make peace or go to war. But in fact 1971 was not that decisive year, 
and neither was 1972. 
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The well-intentioned US efforts to mediate an Israeli-Arab settlement 
by indirect negotiations failed to get at the roots of the problem: Israel’s 
fear of attack (and hence extinction) by the Arabs and the Arabs’ fear of 
expansion (and hence domination) by the Israelis. Israel claimed it could 
not risk its security by agreeing in advance to make concessions that might 
be matched only by some—or possibly none—of its Arab foes. What if 
Israel gave up all or part of the Sinai, only to find that Sadat did not want 
peace after all or that he had been ousted by more militant Egyptian offi¬ 
cers? What if Israel withdrew from the West Bank (presumably the sequel 
to abandoning the Sinai), and the land did not revert to Jordan but instead 
was given to a small and discontented Palestinian state? Israel’s govern¬ 
ment and military establishment were confident about their military 
superiority over the combined Arab forces, but domestic tensions were 
growing. Israel’s right-wing parties had left the broad coalition govern¬ 
ment when it accepted the cease-fire for the Rogers Peace Plan. Further 
Labor Party concessions might earn Golda Meir the scathing condemna¬ 
tion of Menachem Begin, leader of the Herut (Freedom) Party, and of 
other Israelis preoccupied with territorial expansion, which they equated 
with national security. 

As for Egypt, Sadat had bent as far as he dared. A separate peace would 
have probably isolated Egypt from the rest of the Arab world and dis¬ 
suaded the oil-exporting countries from supporting the faltering Egyptian 
economy. Jordan would have made peace with Israel in return for its com¬ 
plete withdrawal from the West Bank, including Jerusalem’s Old City. In 
1972 King Husayn proposed a federation between these Palestinian areas 
and the rest of Jordan, to be called the “United Arab Kingdom.” Neither 
Israel nor the Palestinians endorsed this idea. Syria maintained that Israel, 
as an expansionist state, would never give back peacefully what it had 
taken by force. The USSR, seeking detente with the West, did not block US 
peacemaking efforts, but it did not back them either. Instead, it went on 
cultivating its own Middle Eastern friends, including Syria and Iraq, as 
well as the chastened PLO and related guerrilla groups. 


Danger Signs in the Middle East 

The two years prior to October 1973 were the lull before the storm. Actu¬ 
ally, there were danger signals. Qadhafi, having agreed to unite Libya with 
Sadat’s Egypt, pressured him to attack Israel. Palestinian fidaiyin drama¬ 
tized their cause in ways offensive to both Israel and the West. Their tar¬ 
gets included Puerto Rican pilgrims in Israel’s Lod Airport, Israeli athletes 
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at the 1972 Olympic Games in Munich, the US ambassador to the Sudan, 
and a trainload of Soviet Jewish emigrants entering Austria. IDF planes 
struck back at Palestinian strongholds, also taking innocent lives. The UN 
condemned Israel's reprisals, but not the Palestinian actions that had in¬ 
spired them. 

Meanwhile, the Western press and people began to worry about the 
impending energy crisis and the risks of overdependence on oil imports. 
Europe and Japan felt especially vulnerable. Since World War II the indus¬ 
trialized countries had shifted from coal to oil as their main energy source. 
As Middle Eastern output skyrocketed, the oil companies had kept their 
prices low. They had even lowered them in 1959 and 1960 without con¬ 
sulting the host governments. As the two sides had agreed by then to split 
oil profits fifty-fifty, the companies' unilateral actions lowered the govern¬ 
ments' incomes. These price cuts may have reflected low production costs 
and a glutted oil market, but petroleum and natural gas are irreplaceable 
resources as well as the main source of national income for some of the 
exporting countries. Five of them (Iran, Iraq, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, and 
Venezuela) met in Baghdad in 1960 and set up the Organization of Petro¬ 
leum Exporting Countries (OPEC). Later they were joined by Abu Dhabi 
(now the United Arab Emirates), Algeria, Ecuador, Indonesia, Libya, Nige¬ 
ria, and Qatar. 

During the 1960s, as long as the world's oil supply kept up with de¬ 
mand, OPEC kept a low profile. But as its members came to know one an¬ 
other and learned more about oil economics, the organization became 
more assertive. In 1968 it recommended that its members explore for new 
resources on their own, buy shares in the oil companies, restrict their con¬ 
cession areas, and set posted (or tax reference) prices on their products (so 
that oil price drops would not reduce government revenues). Two years 
later the companies agreed to work toward uniform—and higher—posted 
prices and to pay higher taxes levied on their earnings. As world demand 
kept rising, the oil exporters started to flex their economic muscles. 

What did this mean in terms of prices? As there are many kinds of oil 
and pricing arrangements, we can quote only some representative figures. 
One barrel (42 US gallons or 159 liters) of Iraqi crude oil sold in 1950 for 
US $2.41, dropping to $2.15 by 1960. The price rebounded to $2.41 by 
1970, reaching $3.21 in 1971 and $3.40 in 1972. Many would later object to 
the fourfold price hike in late 1973, so let us point out that oil had re¬ 
mained cheap for a generation. What other raw materials or manufactured 
goods kept the same prices between 1950 and 1970? The international ac¬ 
counting unit for oil is the US dollar, whose value plummeted after Wash¬ 
ington stopped selling gold at $35 per ounce in 1971. The dollar price of an 
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ounce of gold rose more than five times between 1970 and 1978. Are the 
oil-exporting states any greedier than their customers? 


Prelude to War 

In September 1973 the Middle East seemed calm and an Arab-Israeli war 
improbable. The Israelis, who had just feted their country’s twenty-fifth 
birthday, were preparing for another Knesset election. The group that had 
ruled Israel since 1948 seemed likely to retain power. The so-called Labor 
Alignment was a bloc of moderate and left-wing parties (but without the 
Arab and Jewish communists). Leading the alignment was Mapai, once 
headed by Ben-Gurion and now by Golda Meir. The ruling Alignment was 
in coalition with the National Religious Party, for which many Orthodox 
Jews would vote. Menachem Begin, head of the right-wing nationalists, 
served in coalition cabinets under Labor from 1967 to 1970, when he re¬ 
signed to protest Israels acceptance of the Rogers Plan. He then began 
welding Israel’s conservative parties into a coalition called the Likud. 


US Concerns 

The US, having pulled its forces out of Vietnam, was losing interest in for¬ 
eign affairs. Most Americans had their minds on the scandals involving 
Nixon administration officials (mainly the Watergate affair, which grew out 
of their efforts to cover up a break-in of the Democratic Party headquarters 
in the Watergate office building). Those concerned with long-range issues 
watched the growing gap between US consumption and production of 
petroleum and other fossil fuels, a deficit that was being met by rising oil 
and natural gas imports from the Middle East. Some oil companies argued 
that unless Washington took a more balanced approach to the Middle East 
conflict, the Arabs would stop selling oil and gas to the West. Given the 
power of the pro-Zionist lobby in Washington, a more balanced approach 
was unlikely. Although pressure by Jewish (and Gentile) groups had has¬ 
tened US recognition of Israel in 1948, the Zionist lobby had been ham¬ 
pered in the early 1950s by the number and variety of Jewish organizations 
and pressure groups in Washington. The creation in 1954 of the American 
Israel Public Affairs Committee (originally called the American Zionist 
Committee for Public Affairs) was an attempt to unify the various voices 
for Israel to influence Congress (which tended to favor Israel) and the State 
Department (which did not). By 1973 AIPAC was a well-financed organi¬ 
zation that could manipulate nearly all members of Congress, owing to its 
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influence on their Jewish (and, in some cases, evangelical Christian) con¬ 
stituents. No Arab pressure group came close to matching AIPAC’s power 
and perspicacity. 

Nixon, hoping to deflect Watergate brickbats, had just named his na¬ 
tional security adviser, Henry Kissinger, as his secretary of state. A few 
Arabs feared that Kissinger, who was Jewish, might back Israel, but he 
publicly reassured the Arab countries of his fairness. Eager to promote 
detente, Kissinger hoped that the superpowers would stop the arms race 
and bring peace to the Middle East, where the danger of a confrontation 
remained high. 


Arab Frustrations 

Both Washington and Jerusalem underestimated the frustration of the 
Arab governments over Israel’s prolonged and deepening occupation of 
the lands taken in 1967. Many pro-Israel observers knew this frustration 
existed; but, on the one hand, they assumed that the Arabs were harping 
on the territorial issue to distract outsiders from their real aim of destroy¬ 
ing the Jewish state, and, on the other, they asserted that the Arabs lacked 
the will or the power to oust the Israelis. After all, the Arabs had never 
fought against Israel without having Egypt in their vanguard. Sadat seem¬ 
ingly weakened Egypt’s ability to fight by ousting his Soviet advisers and 
technicians in 1972. However, he warned US and European journalists 
that Egypt might soon attack Israeli troops somewhere in the Sinai to cre¬ 
ate a crisis that would force the superpowers to intervene. His warnings re¬ 
minded his detractors of his fatuous threats about the “year of decision”; 
they branded him incapable of decision, either to wage war or to make 
peace with Israel. 

Actually, Sadat wanted both. A war with Israel would be costly to Egypt, 
but if his army and air force, equipped with an impressive arsenal of Soviet 
tanks, planes, and missiles, could regain some of the lands Nasir had lost 
in 1967, Egypt would be more willing and able to settle with Israel. Even 
though the Egyptian economy was in crisis, any peace overtures to Israel 
without such a war would cause the richer Arab states to cut off all aid to 
Egypt. Sadat had purged his government of any Nasirites who might have 
opposed his policies, but the military could have rebelled. Many officers 
and soldiers had been kept on alert since 1967 and were thirsting for either 
battle or a return to civilian life. Egypt’s policy of “no war, no peace” had 
outlived its usefulness. The Egyptians watched Israel’s election campaign, 
in which both the Labor Alignment and the Likud made glowing promises 
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about Jewish settlements and development towns in the Sinai, especially 
near the Gaza Strip. Sadat graphically expressed his reaction: “Every word 
spoken about Yamit [Israel’s port near Rafah] is a knife pointed at me per¬ 
sonally and at my self-respect.” 


War Preparations 

Sadat began, therefore, to confer publicly and privately with other Arab 
heads of state about an attack on Israel. For personal and political reasons, 
he could no longer work with Qadhafi, who made frequent and often 
unannounced visits to Cairo to harangue the Egyptian people about the 
Arabs’ duty to combat Zionism, the proper role of Muslim women, and 
the iniquity of Cairo’s nightclubs. Egypt’s projected union with Libya, due 
to take effect on 1 September 1973, was put off and finally forgotten. 

Instead Sadat looked to Saudi Arabia, Egypt’s main financial backer, and 
to the other confrontation states, Syria and Jordan. These two countries 
had been rivals ever since King Abdallah’s “Greater Syria” scheme. However, 
Hafiz al-Asad, who took over Syria late in 1970, was more committed than 
his precursors to revive his country’s economy and less inclined to subvert 
Jordan’s politics. Husayn wanted to end his kingdom’s isolation in the Arab 
world. In early September, therefore, Sadat brought together the two lead¬ 
ers for a minisummit, at which they agreed to revive their united front 
against Israel. The next day Israel announced that it had shot down thirteen 
Syrian jets and lost one in a dogfight over the Mediterranean (Syria admit¬ 
ted to a score of eight to five). Israel may have tried to discredit the new sol¬ 
idarity vaunted by the Arab confrontation states. But high-level Egyptian 
and Syrian officers started quietly planning a coordinated surprise attack 
on the Israeli-occupied territories in the Golan Heights and the east bank 
of the Suez Canal. 

Many Zionists have claimed that Syria and Egypt planned to invade and 
defeat Israel, presumably to liberate Palestine, but this was not Sadat’s 
stated goal. The Arab leaders planned to catch Israel off guard. They 
thought that the Americans, paralyzed by the Vietnam debacle and the 
Watergate scandal, would not intervene. They agreed that Jordan, lacking 
missile defenses against Israeli aircraft, should stay out of the early phases 
of the war. Did Syria and Egypt deliberately choose Yom Kippur (the Jew¬ 
ish Day of Atonement) as the date of their attack? Experts disagree. The 
original plan was to launch it just after sundown, on a day when the moon 
was nearly full. The Soviets had just launched a spy satellite over the Mid¬ 
dle East to guide the Arabs’ maneuvers. 
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The October (Yom Kippur) War 

The war’s outbreak was signaled by a massive Egyptian air and artillery 
(and water cannon) assault on Israels Bar Lev line east of the Suez Canal, 
together with a large-scale Syrian tank invasion of the Golan Heights. 
With only 600 officers and soldiers on the Bar Lev line and seventy tanks 
guarding the Golan, Israel could not blunt this first Arab assault. Within a 
few hours, thousands of Egyptians had crossed the canal. Using their sur¬ 
face-to-air missiles to down IDF planes, they effectively denied the enemy 
its accustomed control of the air; they also overran most of the Bar Lev 
line. The Syrians retook Mount Hermon and made inroads into the south¬ 
ern half of the Golan Heights; they might have invaded Israel itself. 


Israels Unpreparedness 

Mobilizing Israels reserves was quick and easy; on Yom Kippur most re¬ 
servists were either at home or praying in the synagogues. Soon hundreds 
of units were grouping and heading to the two fronts. Had the surprise 
attack occurred on any other day, it would have been harder for the IDF 
to call up its reserves. Nonetheless, Israel was taken by surprise. Both Is¬ 
rael and US intelligence had noted the massing of Egyptian and Syrian 
troops in the preceding week but had assumed they were on routine ma¬ 
neuvers. Besides, they doubted that Muslim armies would attack during 
Ramadan, Islam’s month of fasting. Israel did not want to call up its re¬ 
serves, having done so at great expense a few months earlier. By the time 
it realized that war was inevitable, it had missed the chance to bring its 
front line up to the level of strength needed to stop the Arab armies. In an 
emergency meeting on the morning of 6 October, the cabinet discussed a 
preemptive air strike, but Golda Meir ruled it out, lest Washington cut off 
all aid to Israel. 


The Course of the Fighting 

The Arab assault worked at first but then stopped. The Egyptians could 
have pushed deep into Sinai, and the Syrians could have moved down the 
Golan Heights into northern Israel. Why did they hold back? Sadat planned 
to push the Israelis back deep into the Sinai and then halt his advance. He 
did not intend to invade Israel, for he assumed that Washington would in¬ 
tervene and negotiations would begin while Egypt held an advantage on 
the ground. 
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During the first week of fighting, the Israelis concentrated their forces in 
the north, fearing a revolt if Syrian forces broke through into mainly Arab 
areas, such as Galilee or the occupied West Bank, for Israels Arab policies 
had not created conditions that would foster loyalty to the Jewish state. 
They soon drove the Syrians back beyond the 1967 armistice line. Israeli 
units reached a town halfway between Kunaitra (the Golan’s main city) 
and Damascus. Then they stopped, partly to avert any Soviet intervention 
or a massive onslaught by Jordan or Iraq, but also because Israel’s main 
thrust had shifted to the Egyptian front. After crossing the canal, Egypt’s 
armies took up positions about 6 miles (10 km) deep into Sinai, but IDF 
intelligence found a weak spot between those two armies. In the second 
week, amid tank battles as large as those in World War II, the Israelis 
pierced that middle zone, reached the canal, and crossed it. Egyptian fire 
and bombardment killed most of Israel’s advance units, but some man¬ 
aged to build a land bridge that enabled other troops to reach the west side 
of the canal. Egypt played down the crossing, but as the IDF headed for 
Suez, Sadat began to worry. 


Arms Supplies and the Oil Embargo 

One major factor in turning the tide was the US resupply of arms to Israel. 
Washington had put off sending ammunition and spare parts in the first 
week of the war, fearing it might alienate the Arabs or hoping to make Is¬ 
rael more accommodating. Then, under intense pressure from the pro- 
Israel lobby, it started a massive airlift. How could the Arabs discourage this 
resupply? The weapon that they had long held back, an embargo on the sale 
of oil to the US, now beckoned. Indeed, Arab oil-exporting countries had 
stopped sales to the West in the June 1967 war, but that embargo had fiz¬ 
zled after a few weeks. The difference was that back then oil had glutted the 
world market, whereas even before October 1973 most industrialized 
countries feared shortages. Egypt had long urged the Persian Gulf states to 
deny oil to the US as a means of making Israel give up the occupied territo¬ 
ries. An al-Ahram editorial argued that American students, if forced to at¬ 
tend classes in unheated lecture rooms, would demonstrate for Israeli 
withdrawals as they had demanded a US troop pullout from Indochina. 

The day after the US started flying arms to Israel, the Arab oil-producing 
states, meeting in Kuwait, announced that they would reduce their produc¬ 
tion by 5 percent that month and that these cutbacks would continue until 
Israel had withdrawn from all the occupied territories and had recognized 
the national rights of the Palestinians. Some OPEC members suddenly 
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raised oil prices by as much as 50 percent. Then the Arab states (but not 
Iran) agreed to put an embargo on the US and any European country 
deemed excessively pro-Israel. They singled out the Netherlands, not so 
much because of the Dutch government's policy but because most of the oil 
shipped to northern Europe came through the port of Rotterdam. The oil 
embargo failed to halt the airlift, but it did cause many European countries 
to deny landing rights to US planes carrying arms to Israel. All these coun¬ 
tries publicly supported the Arab interpretation of Resolution 242. Even so, 
oil supplies dwindled. With winter coming, European governments adopted 
austerity measures to reduce fuel consumption and avert a crisis. 


The Superpowers and the Cease-fire 

By the third week of the longest war the Arabs and Israelis had fought 
since 1948, both Egypt and Syria faced military defeat. The USSR, anxious 
to avert their collapse, invited Kissinger to Moscow. The US government 
might have exploited the Soviets' desire for Middle East stability, but it was 
having its own problems. Aside from its fear of the Arabs' oil weapon and 
the threat that more Arab states might enter the war, Washington was in 
chaos. Vice President Agnew had just resigned. President Nixon had fired 
his special Watergate prosecutor and accepted his attorney general’s resig¬ 
nation, thus damaging his own credibility. Kissinger flew to Moscow to 
draft with Communist Party Chairman Leonid Brezhnev a jointly accept¬ 
able Security Council resolution. There was to be a cease-fire in place, a 
reaffirmation of Resolution 242, and immediate negotiations among the 
parties to the conflict. This resolution was adopted by the UN Security 
Council and accepted by Egypt and Israel—but not by Syria. Fighting con¬ 
tinued on both fronts, however, with Egypt and Israel accusing each other 
of bad faith. By the time the Security Council passed a new resolution two 
days later, Israel’s forces in Egypt had surrounded Suez City and in Syria 
had seized more land around Mount Hermon. 

Many Israelis did not want this cease-fire; Egypt's Third Army was 
trapped in Sinai east of Suez, and they could have crushed it. But Kissinger 
reasoned that Egypt would be more apt to make peace if it could keep 
some of its initial gains. The cease-fire was shaky, the troop lines were in¬ 
tertwined, and most observers feared that fighting would resume shortly. 
Kissinger put US forces on red alert the next day, allegedly because Soviet 
ships were unloading nuclear warheads at Alexandria; more probably the 
USSR was insisting that Israel accept the cease-fire. Finally, under duress, 
the Israelis complied. 
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The War’s Aftermath 

The June 1967 war had destroyed whatever influence the US had in Egypt 
and Syria. A surprising result of the October 1973 war was that the US ac¬ 
tually regained that lost influence, thanks to Kissinger’s diplomacy. Even 
though he had never spent time in the Arab countries or shown much in¬ 
terest in them before he became secretary of state, he managed to deal 
shrewdly with their leaders. Kissinger convinced them that only the US 
could put real pressure on Jerusalem, strengthening their ties with Wash¬ 
ington. He tried various means to bring the Arabs and the Israelis to¬ 
gether; if one failed, he suggested another. In early November Egyptian 
and Israeli army commanders met in a tent pitched near the Kilometer 
101 marker on the Cairo-Suez road to identify and unsnarl the lines sepa¬ 
rating the two sides and to arrange for sending food and medical supplies 
to Egypt’s trapped Third Army. After these talks, Kissinger began organiz¬ 
ing a general peace conference, to be held in Geneva in late December un¬ 
der the joint presidency of the superpowers. Syria stayed away because the 
PLO had not been invited, but Egypt and Israel both came. After a day of 
opening speeches, the conference adjourned, as a technical committee be¬ 
gan working on disentangling the Israelis and Egyptians around Suez. The 
Geneva Conference has been suspended ever since, although there was an 
attempt to revive it in 1977. 


Shuttle Diplomacy 

In January 1974 Kissinger began flying between Jerusalem and Aswan 
(where Sadat spent the winter) and worked up a “separation of forces” 
agreement by which Israel’s troops were to withdraw from all lands west of 
the canal and to establish its armistice line about 20 miles (35 km) east of 
Suez (see Map 18.2). A new UN Emergency Force would patrol a buffer 
zone east of the canal, enabling Sadat to keep the lands his forces had 
taken and to regain those they had lost later in the war. The Israelis bene¬ 
fited because they could demobilize most of their reservists, who were 
needed in their factories, shops, classrooms, and offices back home. So 
pleased was Egypt with this agreement that Sadat helped persuade King 
Faysal to lift the oil embargo. Syria, too, agreed to negotiate a disengage¬ 
ment of forces with Israel. This deal would prove much tougher to close. It 
kept Kissinger in the Middle East for most of May 1974, but finally the Is¬ 
raelis agreed to give back to Syria what they had taken in the October War, 
plus the main city of the Golan Heights, Kunaitra. A UN Disengagement 
Observer Force was admitted into the Golan, but only for a six-month 
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period that would have to be renewed by the consent of both sides. De¬ 
spite some anxious moments at the end of each six-month period, Syria 
and Israel have renewed the deal ever since. Kissinger came home to a 
hero’s welcome. Nixon, in peril due to Watergate, toured several Arab 
states and Israel in June, trying to reap some credit for what Kissinger had 
sown. However, Kissinger’s achievement was not as great as it might have 
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been. It turned out that AIPAC, the pro-Zionist lobby, prevented the US 
government from pressing Israel to withdraw from the West Bank and 
Gaza Strip and make a compromise peace with the Arabs, in particular 
with Egypt and Jordan. It would have served American interests in the 
Middle East if Washington had done so. 


Israels Domestic Crisis 

While Kissinger was conducting his diplomacy, Israels government un¬ 
derwent a severe crisis. The general election, planned for October 1973, 
had been put off until late December because of the war. When it was 
held, the conservative Likud coalition scored significant gains at the ex¬ 
pense of the Labor Alignment and its traditional coalition partners. The 
results were probably a voter reaction to the mistakes made by Meir’s cab¬ 
inet just before the war. In early 1974 she tried to form a new government, 
but her efforts were stymied by disputes between secularist and Orthodox 
parties over “Who is a Jew.” A hoary Israeli issue that has not been re¬ 
solved, it centers on whether the government may confer citizenship rights 
on any Jewish immigrant desiring them (the secularist position) or 
whether it may do so only for an immigrant who can prove that he or she 
had a Jewish mother or has been converted according to Jewish law. Many 
North American Jews who belong to the Conservative or Reform move¬ 
ments oppose the latter definition, which implies that Israel does not ac¬ 
cept their rabbis’ authority to perform conversions to Judaism. Orthodox 
Jews argue that Israel must strive to be a truly Jewish state, not just one in 
which those people who call themselves Jews happen to form a majority. 
Meir, unable to reach a consensus on whether to include the National Reli¬ 
gious Party (the advocate of the Orthodox stance) in her coalition and 
stung by criticism about the war, offered her resignation. Once Israel’s dis¬ 
engagement with Syria took effect in June 1974, Yitzhak Rabin became the 
new premier. 


Effects of the Oil Embargo 

The 1973-1974 crisis posed major economic and political problems for 
the industrialized world. For a while crude oil prices fluctuated wildly, as 
some countries started bidding against one another to get what they 
needed to run their factories, drive their cars, and heat their houses. At one 
point the price per barrel reached $20, far above the average posted price 
of $3 charged in January 1973, but finally it settled at about $11.65. Oil 
shortages caused problems for industries and consumers in all parts of the 
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world, and many buyers accused the oil companies of withholding sup¬ 
plies to raise prices charged to the consumer. 

For such countries as Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and Iran, though, the sudden 
spurt of oil income opened new vistas for economic development and po¬ 
litical leverage. But even the oil exporters had problems, as Western entre¬ 
preneurs jammed their hotels and the waiting rooms of government 
officials, as ships loaded with machinery and consumer goods lined up 
around the Gulf states’ inadequate ports, and as poorer countries such as 
Egypt (and the PLO) importuned them for economic assistance. Countries 
without oil, including such Arab states as Jordan, the Yemens, and the Su¬ 
dan, could hardly afford the new prices. India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, and 
other Third World countries had to shelve needed development plans just 
to pay for oil. Europe, Japan, and the US all suffered higher unemployment 
and price inflation in 1974. Such problems affected everyone who bought 
from these industrialized nations or tried to sell to them. Arabs and Irani¬ 
ans invested heavily in corporate stocks and bonds, real estate, treasury 
bills, and other forms of Western capital. At the rate they were acquiring 
petrodollars, the oil-exporting countries (said some alarmists) could soon 
own most of the world’s assets. These fears proved unwarranted, but the 
economic power of Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Iraq, Iran, Libya, and the United 
Arab Emirates continued to grow and to be translated into political—and 
military—power. US arms sales to Middle Eastern rulers, to help pay for oil 
purchases, reached $9 billion in 1977. Egyptians, Yemenis, Palestinians, and 
Lebanese flocked to newly rich oil countries to find jobs and sent much of 
their earnings to their families, changing their lifestyles. 


PLO Power at Its Zenith 

Foreign countries, hoping for better ties with the Arabs, backed the Pales¬ 
tinian cause more than they ever had before. Even though few had fought 
in the October 1973 war, the Palestinians were gaining leverage over the 
Arab governments. Many had already migrated to the oil-producing coun¬ 
tries to make a living and now contributed heavily to the managerial elite 
and work force of such countries as Kuwait, where Palestinians made up 
one-fourth of the whole population. The Kuwaiti government also con¬ 
tributed heavily to the PLO. In October 1974 the Arab heads of state, meet¬ 
ing in Rabat, recognized the PLO as the “sole legitimate representative of 
the Palestinian people on any liberated Palestinian territory.” Even King 
Husayn conceded to the PLO the right to negotiate for the West Bank. The 
UN General Assembly invited PLO Chairman Arafat to speak. It later rec¬ 
ognized the Palestinians’ right to independence and sovereignty and 
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granted the PLO observer status at the UN. Meanwhile, the United Nations 
Educational, Social, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) cut off finan¬ 
cial aid to Israel because of its “persistence in altering the historical features 
of Jerusalem” In 1975 Israel became even more isolated when the General 
Assembly passed, by a large majority, a resolution condemning Zionism as 
a form of racism. It later repealed this resolution. 

The PLO came to be recognized as a movement struggling for national 
liberation and rebutted Zionist efforts to discredit its actions as “terrorist.” 
It justified acts of sabotage and violence against civilian Israelis, especially 
intense in 1974, as retaliation in kind. Pro-Israel skeptics wondered if their 
real purposes were to hamper Kissinger’s peace efforts and to provoke 
Israeli air raids on the fidaiyin in southern Lebanon. Some people argued 
that if the Palestinians had a state on the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, 
they would become more willing to accept Israel within its 1967 borders. 
But Israelis, who rarely saw their ongoing occupation of Palestinian land 
as a source of their own vulnerability, were not willing to take chances. 


Return to Shuttle Diplomacy 

In the winter of 1975, Kissinger launched a new series of talks with Egypt 
and Israel aimed at an interim Sinai agreement to keep up the momentum 
of the negotiations and to strengthen Sadat against rising Arab opposi¬ 
tion. Again Kissinger tried his shuttle diplomacy, which had worked well 
in 1974. But the talks foundered on Israel’s refusal to hand back the Sinai 
oil fields or the strategic Gidi and Mitla passes and on Egypt’s reluctance 
to pledge itself to nonbelligerency as long as Israel kept parts of the Sinai. 
When King Faysal of Saudi Arabia was killed in March by his nephew, the 
Arab world seemed to be entering a new era of political instability. The US 
government began reassessing its Middle East policy, a move toward what 
could have been a more balanced approach. But in the end, Washington 
simply delayed some arms deliveries to Israel and threatened to reduce US 
economic aid, which now totaled $2 billion over the past two years. 

Later that year, though, both Egypt and Israel became more accommo¬ 
dating. In June Sadat reopened the Suez Canal and allowed passage to ships 
with Israeli cargoes. After yet another round of shuttle diplomacy, Kissinger 
got a new Sinai accord. Israel gave up the passes and oil fields, as 100 US 
civilian technicians joined the UN Emergency Force inside the buffer zone 
separating the Egyptian and Israeli armies. Egypt renounced war as a 
means of resolving the Middle East conflict, a statement widely interpreted 
in other Arab capitals as a sellout, but neither the Palestinians nor any Arab 
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leader could stop Sadat’s (unacknowledged) march toward a separate peace 
with Israel. 


Lebanon: The Arena for a New Arab Struggle 

In Lebanon a separate but related crisis was brewing: a civil war far more 
lasting, costly, and bitter than that of 1958. This long conflict makes sense 
only if we look at it from several angles. 


The Religious Angle 

The conflict was initially seen as one between Christians and Muslims. 
Lebanon was a country deeply split along religious lines. The Maronites, 
the largest single Christian sect, had long wielded power disproportionate 
to their actual share of the population. Lebanon’s Muslims, who made up 
the majority of the population, sought equal rights for themselves. Not all 
Christians lined up on the Maronites’ side (many of the Greek Orthodox 
did not), and not all Muslims had the same interests. Shi’i Muslims were 
increasing, relative to the historically preponderant Sunnis, and as the war 
continued, they more stridently demanded recognition of their status. It is 
also a paradox that the first spokesman of the “Muslim” side was Kamal 
Jumblat, a Druze landowner. In later years both Christians and Muslims 
would become split into factions at war with one another. Religious issues 
mattered, but other problems also divided Lebanon. 


The Nationalist Angle 

Some experts saw the war as one between Lebanese loyalists, who viewed 
their country as a link between the West and the Middle East, and Arab 
nationalists, who sought closer ties with Syria and other Arab states. This 
aspect of the conflict invited other Middle Eastern states to intervene. Be¬ 
cause no Arab state would openly favor Lebanese particularism over Arab 
nationalism, the policy adopted by any one government was apt to depend 
on how much it wished to please Syria. And Syria’s policy, as you will soon 
see, changed often. Israel’s backers accused the Palestinians of attacking 
the Lebanese (meaning the Maronites, whom Israel was quietly support¬ 
ing). A half-million Palestinians lived in Lebanon, mainly in the south and 
in refugee camps around Beirut. Many felt cut off from Lebanon’s political 
and economic life. Christian Arabs from Palestine had been assimilated 
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Anwar al-Sadat 


A nwar al-Sadat (1918-1981) was born into a family of thirteen children in 
the Egyptian village of Mit Abul Kom. In 1938, at the age of twenty, he 
was commissioned as a second lieutenant in the Egyptian army and was 
posted to the Sudan, where Sadat eventually met Gamal Abd al-Nasir. 

Sadat and Nasir soon formed a secret organization, called “Free Officers,” 
which was dedicated to ousting the British from Egypt and ridding the coun¬ 
try of the monarchy as well. The members of this organization sought assis¬ 
tance wherever they could find it. In the early 1940s several of them tried to 
establish communications with the German army in North Africa, not be¬ 
cause they were Nazis, but rather because Germany was the enemy of Britain, 
the occupying power in Egypt. Their plot was discovered, and in 1942 Sadat 
was arrested for treason. He spent several years in jail before escaping. In 1950, 
Sadat was allowed to rejoin the army at his former rank of captain. 

Sadat had never lost contact with Nasir and the other “Free Officers.” In 
fact, the organization had helped support his family while he was in prison, 
and he felt an intense loyalty toward the group. Thus reunited, he participated 
in the 1952 coup that overthrew King Faruq. He initially served as the groups 
public relations liaison and later as speaker of the National Assembly. In 1969 
he was chosen to be Nasir’s vice president. Upon Nasir’s death in 1970, Sadat 
became interim president of Egypt. 

At that point Sadat surprised almost everyone with his ability to outmaneu- 
ver his rivals and, with the army’s support, to secure his place as Egypt’s per¬ 
manent leader. Pulling off surprises became his forte. He soon terminated 
Egypt’s alliance with the Soviets in favor of closer ties with the US. As he ex¬ 
plained, “The Russians can give you arms, but only the Americans can deliver 
peace.” Unfortunately, he was wrong about this. In 1973 he surprised the Is¬ 
raelis by sending the Egyptian army across the Suez Canal in order to force the 
Israelis and the Americans to the negotiating table. This succeeded in restor¬ 
ing only a small part of the Sinai to Egypt. 

Sadat’s greatest surprise was his trip to Jerusalem in 1977 to present the 
Israelis with a peace initiative. This led to the famous Camp David talks under 
the auspices of President Carter. Sadat eventually signed a separate treaty with 
Israel and regained the Sinai, but he managed to win only empty promises 
from the Israelis when it came to the issue of Palestinian autonomy. 

The tragedy of Sadat’s effort to achieve peace in the Middle East, for which 
he deservedly received the 1978 Nobel Peace Prize, was that his partners were 
not as sincere as he was. Partial success proved worse than failure, for Sadat’s 
separate peace isolated Egypt within the Arab world and earned him the scorn 
of his fellow Arabs. Finally, on October 6,1981, a cabal of Egyptian army offi¬ 
cers assassinated Sadat during a military parade honoring Egypt’s “victory” in 
the October (Yom Kippur) War. 
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after 1948, but not the Palestinian Muslims who helped to create a Muslim 
majority there. After 1970 the PLO, driven out of Jordan, made Lebanon 
its operational base. It did not want to enter the civil war, but it sided with 
any group that espoused Arab nationalism and wanted to liberate Pales¬ 
tine. It was a Maronite militia’s attack on a Palestinian bus that sparked the 
fighting in April 1975, committing the PLO to the Arab nationalist side. 


The Economic Angle 

The Lebanese conflict was also a struggle between a privileged class of 
landowners and merchants trying to preserve the status quo and a large 
mass of poor people (mainly Muslim) striving for more equality. The gap 
between rich and poor, especially in Beirut, was immense and scandalous. 
High-rise apartment buildings abutted on shacks built of cinder blocks 
and corrugated iron. Unable to tax the incomes of the rich, the govern¬ 
ment imposed high excise taxes on cigarettes and other goods consumed 
by the poor. Many employers did not pay the minimum wage, as they 
could hire Palestinian refugees or newcomers from rural areas, desperate 
for jobs, for less money. 


The Ideological Angle 

Given such social conditions, some journalists and scholars saw the war as 
one between the Right (guardians of the status quo) and the Left (those 
wanting change). This was partly true. Those who were rich, well con¬ 
nected, and Christian tended to favor the Right; those who were not gen¬ 
erally became Leftists. Some Marxist “progressives” did enter the fray. 
Besides, the Left’s rifles and grenade launchers tended to be of Soviet man¬ 
ufacture, whereas American, European, and Israeli arms were borne by the 
forces of the Right. Most Middle Eastern states had armed themselves 
heavily for years, and Lebanon had been a smugglers' haven even in peace¬ 
time. Naturally, some of its citizens possessed lots of bombs and guns. 


An Attempted Synthesis 

All of these angles had some truth. None was wholly true. People fight for 
reasons other than religion, nationality, class interest, or ideology. 
Lebanese loyalties were also based on habit, family, patronage, or even re¬ 
gion or neighborhood of habitation. Old grudges and dormant feuds were 
revived. Past favors or slights were paid back in kind—or worse. Lebanon 
had plenty of armed factions, ranging from street gangs to private militias. 
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The two main Lebanese parties to the conflict were the Phalanges, a long- 
lived and largely Maronite force, and the Lebanese National Movement, 
which was led by members of the Jumblat family and tended to be mainly 
Muslim. President Sulayman Franjiyah openly backed the “Christian” side. 
The “Muslim” side won the support of PLO leader Arafat. Savage fighting 
alternated with shaky cease-fires for eighteen months, becoming most in¬ 
tense in and around Beirut, where the hotel district, the port, and residen¬ 
tial areas became battle zones. Fighting with bazookas and grenades, both 
sides reduced buildings to rubble. Approximately 70,000 Lebanese (mostly 
civilians) were killed, over a half-million people were left homeless, and 
property damage exceeded $1 billion during 1975-1976. 


Syria’s Role 

One puzzling aspect of this war was Syria’s 1976 policy shift. Syria had deeply 
resented France’s severance of Lebanon during the mandate period, and 
since independence the Syrians had hoped that someday the two countries 
would be reunited. Mostly Muslim and generally the bellwether of Arab 
nationalism, Syria had tended to side with any faction that would weaken 
the pro-Western Maronites there. Naturally, then, President Hafiz al-Asad 
should have backed the rebels during the Lebanese civil war. At first he did, 
both morally and materially. But in January 1976 he managed to get Fran¬ 
jiyah and his opponents to accept a cease-fire and a political deal that would 
require a slight shift in Lebanon’s power balance in the Muslims’ favor. But 
the Muslim Lebanese, abetted by the PLO, rejected his proposed compro¬ 
mise. This rejection angered Asad and made him change sides. Syria sent 
tanks and troops to enforce its carefully crafted settlement, attacked Lebanese 
Muslims and the PLO, and battered them into submission by fall 1976. 

An Arab summit meeting, held in Riyadh that October, devised a formula 
by which Lebanon would go on being occupied by an Arab League peace¬ 
keeping force, made up mainly of Syrians. President Franjiyah was suc¬ 
ceeded by a pro-Syrian politician. But why did Asad, a self-styled champion 
of Arab nationalism and socialism, protect Christian interests in Lebanon? 
He wanted to keep the PLO weak enough so that his government could con¬ 
trol it; earlier he had quarreled with Yasir Arafat. Lebanon settled into an 
uneasy truce, but the fighting had in fact partitioned the country—and 
Beirut—between Christians and Muslims. Although some Christians still 
lived peacefully within “Muslim” zones such as west Beirut, the Maronites 
began building a new harbor and airport north of the city and treating their 
area as a Christian version of Israel. Indeed, the Israelis seemed to agree. As a 
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foretaste of larger invasions to come, Israeli forces in 1976 entered southern 
Lebanon to destroy Palestinian bases and warned Syria to keep its troops 
away from Lebanon’s southern border. Christian Lebanese in the south— 
cut off from their coreligionists in the rest of the country—began crossing 
into Israel to sell their produce, seek work, or get medical care. The Arabs 
accused Israel of using Lebanon to prove the traditional Zionist contention 
that multireligious states could not last in the Middle East. Actually, most of 
the areas regimes helped ruin a country that had once been reasonably free, 
democratic, and wealthy. 


The Road to Camp David 

The US government suspended its quest for Middle East peace during its 
1976 presidential election. Both President Gerald Ford and his challenger, 
Jimmy Carter, pledged to back a strong and independent Israel and ignored 
the Palestinians. The US was not unaffected by the Lebanese civil war, as its 
ambassador was assassinated in 1976 and the PLO helped the embassy 
evacuate US civilians from Beirut. But Washington would not enter negoti¬ 
ations with the PLO; such parleys were ruled out by Kissinger during his 
1975 peace talks. Most Americans opposed talks with the PLO, as the US 
news media and politicians conveyed only Israels view that Arafat was a 
murderer and that his organization was an umbrella for terrorist groups. 
After Carter was elected, though, he would try a new initiative to settle the 
Arab-Israeli conflict, the Palestinian question, and perhaps the Lebanese 
civil war as well. 


Carters Plans 

The key to the new administration s thinking on the Middle East lay in a re¬ 
port recently prepared by the Brookings Institution. Called Towards Peace 
in the Middle East y it urged the Arab states to recognize Israel within its pre- 
June 1967 boundaries (with some minor border adjustments). Israel was to 
turn the Gaza Strip and the West Bank over to a government of Palestini¬ 
ans, but not necessarily the PLO. It also called for reconvening the Geneva 
Conference to reach the necessary agreements. One of the authors of the 
Brookings report was William Quandt, who would work with Carter s na¬ 
tional security adviser, Zbigniew Brzezinski. Carter gave high priority to 
Middle East peace and began to talk with various heads of state, hoping to 
resuscitate the Geneva Conference before the end of 1977. 
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Policy Problems 

New snags soon appeared. Israel was intensely suspicious of any conference 
that the USSR would cochair with the US. Formerly, Kissinger’s shuttle 
diplomacy had kept Moscow out of the peacemaking process. Now Wash¬ 
ington seemed determined to invite the Soviets back in, embarrassing the 
Israelis and even Sadat. Besides, the Arab states insisted on having Palestini¬ 
ans at the proposed meeting. If they were left out, some Palestinian group 
or individual might try to block a process that was deciding their fate with¬ 
out consulting them. If they were included, would the PLO represent them, 
in accordance with the 1974 Rabat summit resolution? Negotiating with 
the PLO was totally unacceptable to Israel, which argued that Jordan was a 
Palestinian state and that there was no need for another, especially one 
whose covenant called for Israels destruction. For their part, the Palestini¬ 
ans wanted the PLO to represent them, and all of the newly elected mayors 
of West Bank towns backed the PLO. Few expected the PLO to recognize 
Israel, but it wanted to speak for the Palestinians at the reconvened Geneva 
Conference. 

Political changes within Israel complicated Carter’s plans. While his ad¬ 
ministration was seeking peace, Israel was holding a general election. The 
Labor Alignment had been hurt by internal dissension between Prime 
Minister Yitzhak Rabin and Defense Minister Shim’on Peres, government 
scandals, galloping inflation, and mounting social problems. Israel’s elec¬ 
torate turned against Labor. Some changed to a new party calling for peace 
and major reforms, but more voted for the right-wing Likud. Its head, 
Menachem Begin, managed to form a coalition with the National Religious 
Party and thus became prime minister in 1977. For the first time, the post 
was held by an Israeli not belonging to any of the labor parties. Begins elec¬ 
tion seemed to be a giant step away from peace, as he hastened to assert that 
the West Bank (which he called Judea and Samaria) was an integral part of 
Eretz Israel (the Land of Israel) that had been liberated, not occupied, in 
1967. Totally flouting the Fourth Geneva Convention, Begin urged Jews to 
settle in strategic parts of that mainly Arab area. The Arabs called Begin a 
terrorist; as former head of the Irgun, he had carried out the 1948 Dayr 
Yasin massacre. It seemed unlikely that any Arab leader would talk to such a 
chauvinistic Israeli. Yet, amazingly, there was one. 


Sadat Leads the Quest for Peace 

Speaking before Egypt’s Popular Assembly, Sadat declared that he was will¬ 
ing to go before the Israeli Knesset to argue his country’s case for peace. 
Questioned later by American television journalists, Begin said he would 
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receive the Egyptian president at any time. Arrangements were made 
hastily, and on 19 November 1977 Sadat flew to Israel. The next day he de¬ 
livered before the Knesset a speech that was carried to most of the world by 
radio and television. He offered the Israelis peace with Egypt if they with¬ 
drew from all lands they had occupied in the 1967 war and recognized a 
Palestinian state. Many people thought that Sadat’s visit was so dramatic 
a step toward peace that Israel should have offered comparable concessions 
to Egypt. But no other Arab leader wanted the reconciliation with Israel 
that Sadat offered; Qadhafi and Arafat called him a traitor to the Arab 
cause. Israel was willing to make peace with Egypt, but Sadat wanted a 
comprehensive settlement including Syria, Jordan, and the Palestinians. 

To follow up on his Jerusalem visit, Sadat called a general conference in 
December 1977; however, as only Israel and the US agreed to come to 
Cairo, it ended inconclusively. Yet the Egyptian people, burdened by heavy 
state military expenditures, saw peace with Israel as a first step toward their 
economic recovery. Begin flew to Ismailia to meet with Sadat, and they 
agreed on concurrent negotiations: military talks in Cairo and political 
ones in Jerusalem. By the time they began in January, though, both sides 
cared less about peace and worried more about each other’s motives. Be- 
gin’s insistence that Jewish settlements on the West Bank and industrial 
towns in the Sinai must stay under Israeli army protection reminded Sadat 
of British efforts to keep their Suez base before 1956, so he pulled his nego¬ 
tiators out of Jerusalem. 

Israel and Egypt also differed on how to resolve the Palestinian issue. Be¬ 
gin offered self-rule (with an indeterminate Israeli occupation) to the Arabs 
in the occupied areas. Sadat wanted self-determination for the Palestinian 
people. How could Begin expect Sadat to accept indefinite Israeli control 
over the Palestinians, when the Arabs had struggled for most of the century 
to free themselves from foreign rule? How could Sadat expect Begin, who 
believed that God had promised the West Bank to the Jews, to commit his 
government to give that land to the Palestinians, who had not recognized 
Israel’s right to exist? Jewish Israelis did not care to admit that Palestinian 
Arabs wanted freedom as much as they did, whereas Egypt (and the other 
Arab countries) did not realize how Israel’s concern for security resulted 
from Jewish fears of extinction after the Nazi Holocaust and years of ten¬ 
sion due to the Arab-Israeli conflict. Yet one could reasonably argue that re¬ 
taining and settling the occupied territories, then containing more than two 
million discontented Palestinians, only increased Israel’s insecurity. 

Such tunnel vision was tragic, for both sides needed peace. The burden 
of military expenditures was becoming unbearable. Some Israelis were 
moving to other countries because they were tired of the confiscatory taxes, 
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constant calls to military reserve duty, and ceaseless tension. Some Arabs, 
too, had gone abroad, especially educated young adults seeking intellectual 
freedom and professional opportunities. Egypt hoped to free funds ear¬ 
marked for arms in order to rebuild its limping economy. Widespread food 
riots had broken out in Cairo and the Delta cities in January 1977, drawing 
world attention to Egypt’s economic problems. 

The US government got more involved than ever in the quest for peace. 
Americans feared that another Arab-Israeli war would be destructive and 
dangerous, that the USSR would gain if peace talks failed (during 1978 
communism seemed to gain in Libya, Ethiopia, South Yemen, and Afghan¬ 
istan), and that Arab oil might be denied to Western buyers. President 
Carter and his cabinet devoted a disproportionate share of their time and 
energy to the Arab-Israeli conflict, visits to Middle Eastern capitals, com¬ 
promise formulas, balanced arms sales, and top-level meetings. 


The Egyptian-Israeli Treaty 

A spectacular summit, consisting of Begin, Sadat, and Carter, along with 
cabinet ministers and advisers from the three corresponding countries, met 
at Camp David (the summer White House in Maryland) in September 
1978. Twelve days of intense negotiations produced documents called “A 
Framework for the Conclusion of a Peace Treaty Between Egypt and Israel” 
and “A Framework for Peace in the Middle East.” The latter was intended to 
bring other parties into the settlement. But Jordan, Saudi Arabia, and (not 
surprisingly) Syria and the PLO refused to join in these agreements, which 
offered the Palestinians little hope for self-determination. After long and 
bitter debate, Israel’s Knesset agreed to pull its troops out of Sinai and hence 
its settlements and airfields from the lands it would restore to Egypt. Nego¬ 
tiations opened at Blair House, not far from the White House (clearly high¬ 
lighting Carter’s crucial role). But the Washington talks foundered on 
Egypt’s attempt to link the establishment of diplomatic relations to Israel’s 
loosening its control over the Gaza and West Bank Palestinians. The three- 
month deadline agreed upon at Camp David passed without a treaty. 

Meanwhile, OPEC warned that during 1979 it would raise posted oil 
prices by 14.5 percent (later, after the Iranian revolution, it would boost 
them further and faster), increasing the West’s balance-of-payments deficit. 
Fighting a war of nerves against each other, Egypt and Israel jockeyed for 
support from Carter, Congress, and the American people and rejected 
compromises. The other Arab governments held a summit meeting in 
Baghdad in November 1978, offered Egypt inducements to quit the peace 
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talks, and threatened reprisals if it signed a treaty. Hard-line Israelis warned 
that they would block any pullout from the lands Begin had offered to re¬ 
turn to Egypt. 

Concerned about the eroding US position in the Middle East, Carter de¬ 
cided in early March 1979 to fly to Cairo and Jerusalem to complete negoti¬ 
ations for the peace accord. His risky venture paid off, as Carter and his 
aides managed to reconcile the differences between Sadat and Begin. A 
complex treaty, formally ending the state of war between Egypt and Israel, 
was signed on the White House lawn on 26 March 1979. It would prove 
costly for the US, both economically and politically. Begin quickly reneged 
on promises not to add Jewish settlements on the West Bank, leaving Sadat 
looking as if he had betrayed the Palestinians. Nearly all the other Arab gov¬ 
ernments condemned the treaty and accused Sadat of treason. Understand¬ 
ably, the Palestinians felt betrayed most of all. A real chance for peace had 
foundered, mainly because Israel was determined to keep the West Bank 
and Gaza. Egypt and Israels agreement to hold talks on Palestinian auton¬ 
omy was a diplomatic fig leaf. Washington wanted peace, but most Middle 
Eastern peoples rejected the terms accepted by Cairo and Jerusalem. 


Conclusion 

What do we mean by peace? Up to now we have assumed that everyone 
knows what peace is. But do we? One simple answer is that peace is the ab¬ 
sence of conflict. But in the Middle East many conflicts smolder for years, 
then flare up suddenly. The Arab-Israeli conflict was muted between 1956 
and 1967, and yet there was no peace. We could define peace in another 
way: a condition of harmony within and among every person, every group, 
and every nation in the world. Two people cannot be at peace with each 
other unless they feel at peace with themselves. If the members of a group 
disagree among themselves, they cannot agree with another group. A coun¬ 
try riven with factional, sectional, or ethnic hostility cannot make peace 
with another state. Such an idyllic condition rarely occurs in human life, 
though. Most disputes in history have just died down, enabling the parties 
to stop quarreling, even if they have failed to reach an accord. 

When addressing the question of peace with Israel, some Arabs say they 
will accept salam but not sulh. What is the difference? Both words mean 
“peace,” but in modern usage salam connotes a temporary cessation of hos¬ 
tilities and sulh means reconciliation. Arabs who make this distinction may 
envisage an armistice with Israel, a respite from hostilities, in which they 
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can regain their political and economic strength, but not a true reconcilia¬ 
tion with the Jewish state. Because this distinction naturally alarms Israel 
and its backers, harping on it will not lead to peace. 

So, is Israel just a Jewish state? It is a country inhabited by Jews and 
Arabs who must find a basis of coexistence that does not involve domina¬ 
tion or repression of one side by the other. Let us not kid ourselves. Arab 
Israelis—not to mention Palestinians under Israels occupation—do not 
enjoy the same rights, power, and status as Jewish Israelis. Zionists who ig¬ 
nore the feelings of these Arabs impede the quest for sulh and maybe even 
salam. There can be no peace without security. There can be no peace 
without justice. For both sides. Period. 



NINETEEN 


The Reassertion of 
Islamic Power 


By 1979, a crucial year in Middle East history, the outlook for peace seemed 
about as stable as a roller-coaster ride. Most of the world wanted a just and 
peaceful settlement to the Arab-Israeli conflict. Yet the roller-coaster of war 
fears and peace hopes in the Middle East swooped and sank, lurched left 
and right, on and on. As the train veered past Camp David and the White 
House lawn, a new trouble spot sprang up—Iran. A country hailed by 
President Carter on a New Year’s Day visit in 1978 as “an island of stability 
in one of the more troubled areas of the world” became, before the year 
ended, paralyzed by strikes and demonstrations. What about its ruler, the 
Shahanshah (King of Kings) Mohammad Reza Pahlavi Aryamehr (light of 
the Aryans)? Carter, in his New Year’s toast, had said, “This is a great tribute 
to you, Your Majesty, and to the respect, admiration, and love which your 
people give to you.” A year later the shah was gravely ill and cut off from his 
rebellious subjects, and Carter’s officials were discussing ways to ease him 
out of Iran. 

Meanwhile, the television cameras turned to a thin, dark-eyed, white- 
bearded octogenarian in a black turban, brown coat, and green tunic, living 
a spartan existence in a Paris suburb. Just who was this Ayatollah Ruhollah 
Khomeini? How could an aged Shi’i teacher win the hearts and minds of 
millions of Iranians, at home and abroad? For thirty-seven years, the shah 
had labored to modernize Iran—or so most Westerners thought—but now 
the forces of Muslim fundamentalism were taking over. Suddenly, “Islam” 
was a force in the world, and Middle East “experts” were writing books, giv¬ 
ing lectures, and teaching courses about it. In early 1979 the shah left Iran 
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“for an extended vacation,” and the ayatollah came home to a tumultuous 
welcome. Soldiers gave up their arms and joined the celebrating crowds. 
Some upper- and middle-class Iranians fled the country. The Iranians who 
stayed behind voted to set up an “Islamic republic ” Islam, not Marxism, 
now seemed to be the wave of the future. 

The US and Iranian governments had for years been diplomatic, mili¬ 
tary, and economic allies, as Washington had long upheld the shah’s repres¬ 
sive regime. The new regime, reacting against the old, vented its resentment 
against the US. Militant students, abetted by their leaders, seized control of 
the US Embassy in Tehran and took more than sixty Americans hostage, 
demanding the return of the shah, his relatives, and his property to Iran. 
As mobs filled the streets, shouting “Death to America,” the American 
people, knowing little about past US policy on Iran, wondered what had 
gone wrong. Their country, the strongest nation on earth since World War 
II, seemed to have become a helpless giant among the newly assertive peo¬ 
ples of the Middle East. Its ambassadors could be killed and its embassies 
burned. The USSR could invade Afghanistan, and the US government 
could not effectively strike back. Americans could, however, elect the as¬ 
sertive Ronald Reagan in place of the more circumspect Jimmy Carter. On 
the day Reagan took office, the American hostages were released; but he 
soon had problems of his own in dealing with Iran and other parts of the 
Middle East. 

Several regional conflicts intensified, as Middle Eastern leaders witness¬ 
ing these events thought that aggression could pay—in the short run, at 
least. The Turks stayed in Cyprus and the Syrians in Lebanon, the Soviets 
tightened their hold on Afghanistan, Iraq invaded Iran in 1980, and the 
Israelis occupied the southern half of Lebanon in 1982. The cost proved 
high to the aggressors, but this only slowly became clear. By the decades 
end, Afghan rebels backed by volunteers from throughout the Muslim 
world drove out the Soviets. Iran had expelled the Iraqi invaders but could 
not bring down the Iraqi regime. The Israelis had pulled back to a narrow 
“security zone,” leaving Lebanon more chaotic than ever. Aggression did 
not pay after all. 

Many officials labored to unravel these conflicts, only to entangle them¬ 
selves and their governments more than ever. Sadat, who the West thought 
had done the most to promote Middle East peace, fell beneath a hail of 
machine-gun bullets in 1981. The US sent a Marine contingent to join 
troops from three European powers in a multinational force to effect the 
withdrawal of Syrian and Israeli forces from Lebanon and to persuade 
the country’s warring factions to reform their government. Instead, the 
Western powers had to leave, unable to defend even themselves against 



Prefatory Remarks on Islam and Politics ♦> 369 


militant terrorists. No Westerner living in Lebanon was safe from kidnap¬ 
pers, mainly Lebanese Shi’is. The Iran-Iraq War blazed fiercely until Au¬ 
gust 1988, costing close to $1 trillion and 1 million lives, and still its basic 
issues were not resolved. The Palestinians, always resisting Israeli rule, 
launched a massive revolt, the Intifada, in December 1987 and declared 
the occupied territories “independent” a year later. Washington angered 
the Palestinians by continuing its aid to Israel and incensed the Israelis by 
talking with the PLO. 


Prefatory Remarks on Islam and Politics 

Much has been written about the resurgence of Islam. A religious revival, 
or return to transcendental values, has taken place in many parts of the 
world, among Christians and Jews as well as Muslims. After thirty years of 
rising prosperity in the industrialized world, new problems set in. Some 
people who have never known poverty now question the goals and as¬ 
sumptions of materialism and quest after the life of the spirit. Old reli¬ 
gious traditions are being revived. Secular-minded people are taking up 
various forms of meditation. Religion no longer retreats before the ad¬ 
vance of science. Our working assumption in writing this book was that 
people are motivated more by the need to prove their self-worth than by 
their material drives and desires. For many oppressed peoples, such as the 
Catholics of Northern Ireland and the Buddhists of Tibet, asserting reli¬ 
gious beliefs and symbols were a step toward attaining their freedom and 
dignity. Even though most Middle Easterners had known formal indepen¬ 
dence for a generation, old complexes about colonialism lingered. Indeed, 
because of the economic power of multinational corporations and the 
pervasive influence of American pop culture, some forms of dependence 
have grown stronger. Many Muslims hail this revival as a response to the 
“Coca-Colanization” of their values and way of life. In the late twentieth 
century, the West s influence, in addition to its political and military aid to 
repressive regimes, was cultural, economic, intellectual, and social. 

In the past, Muslims believed that their only legitimate state was the 
umma founded by Muhammad and elaborated by his successors. As you 
read earlier, the umma is the community of Muslim men and women who 
believe in God, angels, holy books, divine messengers, and the Day of 
Judgment. Its leaders should rule justly and in accordance with the Quran 
and Muhammad’s example, or what you have learned to call the Shari’a, to 
preserve internal safety and harmony. Non-Muslims may live, work, pray, 
and own property within Dar al-Islam, or the “house of Islam,” but they 
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may not take control. Lands not under Muslim rule are called Dar al- 
Harb , or the “house of war.” Most Muslims believe they should expand 
Dar al-Islam against Dar al-Harb. For centuries they did so, but then the 
territorial losses inflicted on them by the Christians of Spain, and later 
those of Austria, Russia, France, and Britain, shocked Muslims. Their 
rulers imported weapons, tactics, and military organization piecemeal 
from the West. When these stratagems failed, some adopted comprehen¬ 
sive westernizing reforms. 

Although most of us would argue that westernization improved educa¬ 
tion, transport, and commerce, there was another side to the coin. Good 
customs got thrown out with the bad. The old moral and intellectual lead¬ 
ers, the ulama , were displaced but not really replaced, for the new western¬ 
ized elites lacked the ulama s rapport with the people. Many artisans and 
traders lost their livelihoods. Government despotism and corruption, far 
from vanishing, increased with the telegram and the railroad. Bypassing 
Muslim political theory, native westernizers adopted secular nationalism, 
but this ideology did not halt the spread of Western rule. It did not stop the 
exploitation of poor people or local minorities. Instead, nationalism sapped 
popular institutions and exalted dictators such as Ataturk, Reza Shah, Nasir, 
and Qadhafi. Few Muslim states (Indonesia, Algeria, and South Yemen are 
exceptions) won their independence by revolutionary armed struggles. Af¬ 
ter independence, however, many failed to build national unity or even de¬ 
feat their enemies. Muslim defeats—like those of the Arabs by Israel in 
1948, 1956, and 1967—were traumatic. If nationalism failed to uphold the 
self-worth of modern Muslim states, other imported ideologies also proved 
unfit: Fascism degraded the individual to exalt the state, and communism 
denied the basic tenets of Islam altogether. People attain freedom and dig¬ 
nity not by aping others but by affirming what is true within themselves. 


The Iranian Revolution 

Although the religious revival touched all parts of the Muslim world, its 
most dramatic impact has been in Iran. This country is unique in some 
ways: its language, its conscious cultivation of a pre-Islamic heritage, and 
its adherence to Twelve-Imam Shi’ism. In Iran the rise of nationalism was 
reinforced by the beliefs of the ulama and the people. The Shi’i ulama en¬ 
joyed great power and prestige. As you may recall from Chapter 8, they had 
more leeway than did their Sunni counterparts to interpret the Shari’a. 
Their ideas had great revolutionary potential, especially their belief that no 
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ruler’s authority was legitimate, save that of the missing twelfth imam. Un¬ 
til this imam returns, the lawmakers for Shi’i Islam were the mujtahids 
(highly trained ulama). Their schools and mosques worked apart from 
(and often in opposition to) the secular rulers. The ulama , along with the 
bazaar merchant guilds and the athletic clubs, opposed the Qajar shahs 
during the 1892 tobacco boycott and the 1906 constitutionalist movement. 
Their stance toward the Pahlavi dynasty was inconsistent, supporting its 
opposition to the USSR and the procommunist Tudeh (Workers) Party but 
resisting its secularizing reforms. Naturally, they opposed the shah’s at¬ 
tempts to seize their endowed lands and to ally Iran with the Western pow¬ 
ers, notably the US. The Western press stressed the ulama' s opposition to 
such features of the shah’s White Revolution as women’s suffrage. Inas¬ 
much as neither women nor men could elect their representatives during 
most of the shah’s reign, this press attack missed its mark. Muslim obser¬ 
vance is so central in most Iranians’ lives that you can be sure the ulama 
knew the people’s feelings better than the shah and his ministers. 


The Monarchy 

The Pahlavi dynasty ruled from 1925 to 1979. It consisted of two shahs: 
Reza Khan and his son, Mohammad Reza. They (along with their burgeon¬ 
ing family) took over a vast share of Iran’s land, houses, shops, hotels, and 
factories (how vast no one knows, but the assets of the Pahlavi Foundation 
alone were estimated in 1977 at some $3 billion). Around them swarmed a 
cadre of bureaucrats, landlords, military officers, and professional people 
who tied their lives and fortunes to the Pahlavi kite. Some were patriotic 
Iranians who believed that the shah’s policies would benefit their country; 
others were crafty opportunists who enriched themselves by exploiting the 
government. Reza Shah, discussed in Chapter 14, was a dictator who ad¬ 
mired and emulated Ataturk. His son, Mohammad, was more complex. He 
could be ruthless in his pursuit of power and in imposing his westernizing 
reforms against the wishes of powerful and entrenched groups in Iran, or 
he could court popularity. At times he shrank from wielding power. Early 
in his reign he left Iran’s government to his ministers and let the tribal and 
local leaders regain powers they had lost under his father. Later he was 
eclipsed by a popular premier, Mohammad Mosaddiq, who nationalized 
the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company in 1951. 

After the shah was restored to power by a CIA-backed army coup in 
1953, he seemed overshadowed by his US and military advisers. Because of 
its location between the USSR and the Persian Gulf, Iran played a strategic 
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role in US efforts to contain Soviet expansionism. When the Baghdad Pact 
(later renamed the Central Treaty Organization, or CENTO) was formed in 
1955, Iran joined. In the early 1960s Americans urged the shah to curb 
those groups they viewed as blocking Iran’s modernization: landlords, 
ulama , and bazaar merchants. The White Revolution, proclaimed in 1963 
after a popular referendum, called for land redistribution, nationalizing 
Iran’s forests, the sale of state-owned enterprises to private interests, elec¬ 
toral law changes to enfranchise women, profit sharing in industry, and the 
formation of a literacy corps to aid village education. Riots instigated by 
the Shi’i ulama broke out in various parts of Iran. One of the White Revo¬ 
lution’s fiercest critics was a teacher in Qom, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini. 
The shah’s secret police, SAVAK (largely trained by the US and Israel), used 
various threats and inducements to silence him. When all else failed, 
Khomeini was exiled. The shah used money and patronage to reward those 
ulama who would endorse his policies. Some did. Others quietly disap¬ 
proved and subtly conveyed this attitude to their younger disciples in the 
madrasas of Qom and Mashhad. One of Khomeini’s most telling points in 
mobilizing the ulama against the shah was his attack on an agreement ex¬ 
empting US civilian and military personnel from Iranian jurisdiction. Even 
though such exemptions are common in foreign aid agreements, they re¬ 
minded Iranians of the Capitulations. Khomeini’s campaign was aimed at 
US influence, not just the White Revolution. 

The shah’s policies were revolutionary in their attempt to change the 
lifestyle of the Iranian people. Their results, in terms of dams, bridges, 
roads, schools, clinics, factories, and farmers’ cooperatives, looked impres¬ 
sive. The upsurge of Iranian oil revenue, from $817 million in 1968 to 
$2.25 billion in 1972-1973 to more than $20 billion in 1975-1976, fi¬ 
nanced a construction boom. The goals were bedeviled by bottlenecks: 
long lines of ships waiting to unload, goods rotting on the piers for lack of 
transport, and more trucks imported than there were Iranians trained to 
drive and repair them. Iran’s schools and universities proliferated and 
turned out thousands of graduates who, especially in liberal arts, law, and 
commerce, were too numerous for the economy to absorb. These gradu¬ 
ates, along with those pursuing science, medicine, and engineering, went 
abroad to earn higher degrees. Many married foreigners, and never came 
back. Those who did return, or who never left, chose to live in Tehran 
rather than in the provincial cities and villages where their services were 
most needed. The capital city swelled from about 1 million inhabitants in 
1945 to 5 million in 1977. Its traffic congestion and smog became dreadful. 
Apartment rents in Tehran rose fifteenfold between 1960 and 1975. 



The Iranian Revolution 


373 


❖ 


Imagine the revolutionary potential of a growing army of unemployed 
(or underemployed) intellectuals concentrated in Tehran. SAVAK watched 
dissidents, censored their writings, and imprisoned thousands. Amnesty 
International reported that many jailed artists, writers, and ulama were tor¬ 
tured, mutilated, and even killed. As for the peasants, the White Revolution 
gave few of them any share of the great estates. Its rural cooperatives did 
not provide seeds, fertilizer, tools, or draft animals to the farmers who most 
needed them. Historically a grain exporter, Iran became a net importer, as 
agribusiness firms turned farmlands into fields of fruits and vegetables to 
sell to Europe. Farmers flocked to the cities to seek lucrative factory jobs. 
Corruption spread among government employees and contractors, who 
opposed the White Revolution’s aims but tried to enrich themselves and 
their families. All envied the thousands of American advisers, who were im¬ 
ported by the shah’s regime and rewarded with princely wages. 

The shah’s opponents, especially Iranian students in Western universi¬ 
ties, often portrayed him as an authoritarian dictator or a puppet of US im¬ 
perialism. His ambitions were indeed presumptuous. He dreamt of raising 
Iran’s industrial output to the level of Italy or France by 1990. He assem¬ 
bled a huge armory of guns, tanks, and planes, hardly enough to stop a hy¬ 
pothetical Soviet invasion of his country but adequate to placate his elite 
officers, to cow his civilian critics, and to make Iran the policeman of the 
Persian Gulf after Britain withdrew in 1971. The shah revealed his megalo¬ 
mania in the elaborate ceremonies for the coronation of himself and his 
wife in 1967 and for the 2,500th anniversary of the Iranian monarchy in 
1971 (at a reported cost of $200 million). Although the shah deserves a 
share of the blame for the failure of his White Revolution, other factors 
contributed as well, including the following: (1) Iran’s bureaucratic elite 
had less experience with westernizing reform than did those of Turkey and 
Egypt, and it faced greater resistance from traditional leaders such as the 
rural landlords, tribal chiefs, bazaar merchants, and ulama; (2) the bur¬ 
geoning oil revenues created more wealth than the economy could absorb; 
(3) both the traditional elites and those individuals or groups that rode the 
oil boom to power became divided and corrupt; and (4) materialist values 
challenged religious belief among all social classes. 

Although Western observers knew about these problems, they tended to 
play down the domestic opposition to the shah. In fact, US Embassy per¬ 
sonnel were forbidden to meet with politicians from Mosaddiq’s National 
Front, even though they were milder than the shah’s truly strong oppo¬ 
nents. The vociferous ones were the Iranian students abroad; they were 
discounted as inexperienced, infiltrated by SAVAK agents, and often too 
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alienated to come home. Despite their protests against the shah, many stu¬ 
dents got financial aid for their studies from the Iranian government or 
the Pahlavi Foundation. If the shah’s domestic foes had any ideological 
coloring, it was supposed to be red, but the old Tudeh Party was weak. 
Paradoxically, Moscow backed the shah’s government almost as long as 
Washington did. Why did the experts ignore the “black” opposition, the 
Shi’i ulama ? When this book’s first edition appeared in 1979, neither a def¬ 
inition of “ayatollah” nor a description of Shi’ism’s clerical structure was 
available. Scholars and teachers of Middle East history have blind spots; 
we often follow fashionable concerns (or the media) instead of leading 
and forming public opinion. 

Carter’s concern for human rights exposed a flaw in the shah’s regime 
that should have troubled earlier administrations, which had empowered 
Iran to defend the Gulf through extensive arms deals. Most American 
Middle East specialists tended to disregard Iran because they were preoc¬ 
cupied with the Arab-Israeli conflict. 


The Fall of the Monarchy 

When 1978 began, Iran seemed to be stable and the shah’s position secure, 
as implied by Carter’s toast. Trouble started a week later when the shah’s 
minister of information planted an article in Tehran’s leading newspaper 
attacking Khomeini. This led to a sit-in by religious students in Qom. Po¬ 
lice attacked them, and several were killed. From then on, riots would 
break out every forty days, it being the Muslim custom to hold a memorial 
service on the fortieth day after a death. All the shah did in response to the 
spreading protest was to replace his SAVAK chief and his prime minister. A 
fire in an Abadan theater, killing 477 people, was widely blamed on SAVAK 
agents. In early September troops opened fire on a mass demonstration in 
Tehran’s Jaleh Square, causing between 300 and 1,000 deaths and many in¬ 
juries. At this time, the leading ayatollah in Tabriz, Shariat-Madari, told 
the new premier that the riots would continue until he restored parlia¬ 
mentary government under the 1906 constitution and let Khomeini come 
back from his fourteen-year exile in the Shi’i holy city of al-Najaf in Iraq. 
Instead of readmitting the ayatollah, the Iranian government asked Iraq to 
expel him. 

This move hurt the shah, for Khomeini moved to a Paris suburb, where 
other exiled opposition leaders gathered around him. Soon the ayatollah, 
viewed in the West as a throwback to the Middle Ages, was spreading his 
fundamentalist message by means of long-distance phone calls, tape cas¬ 
settes, and Western television news broadcasts. His call for a workers’ strike 
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Sayyid Ruhollah Musaui Khomeini 


A yatollah Khomeini (1902-1989), leader of the 1979 Iranian revolution, was 
born the youngest of six children in a small village, Khomein, in central 
Iran. Khomeini received a religious education in the Shi’i tradition, which em¬ 
phasizes the historical wrongs done to the Shi’i community against a backdrop 
of an ongoing struggle between good and evil. After elementary school, he 
received a strictly religious education, much of it in Iran’s holy city of Qom. In¬ 
telligent, disciplined, and hardworking, he was a recognized mujtahid (learned 
interpreter of Muslim law) by the 1930s. Deferential to the country’s clerical 
leadership, Khomeini did not become politically active until the 1940s. 

Khomeini’s understanding of Islam underpinned his belief in the per¬ 
fectibility of man and his institutions and the enlightened leader’s duty to push 
the Muslim umma toward moral and social perfection. This belief brought him 
into conflict with the corrupt and secular Pahlavi shahs, but he was also critical 
of Iran’s largely passive clerical establishment. During World War II, having 
achieved seniority within the Shi’i hierarchy, he became more vocal in his op¬ 
position. He declared that “government can only be legitimate when it accepts 
the rule of God and the rule of God means the implementation of the Shari’a.” 
Thus, when Muhammad Reza Shah implemented secular reforms in 1963 that 
included women’s suffrage and land redistribution, the disapproving mollahs 
found in the Ayatollah (a title meaning “sign of God”) Khomeini their militant 
leader. When Khomeini refused to dampen his opposition, he was arrested and 
exiled in 1964, eventually settling in Paris. 

Not only did exile fail to extinguish Khomeini’s opposition to the Pahlavi 
regime, but it allowed him to direct the revolution from a safe haven, free of the 
shah’s dictatorial reach. In this effort he demonstrated a high degree of shrewd¬ 
ness and organizational ability. Never doubting that he would eventually pre¬ 
vail, Khomeini refined his notion of an Islamic state, at the core of which 
would be a powerful Muslim guide or Vilayat i Faqih. Upon achieving power in 
1979, he strove to put his idealistic theory into practice. 

Inevitably, Khomeini found that he had to make compromises in his ideal 
Islamic state and society, as evidenced in Iran’s poor human rights record fol¬ 
lowing the establishment of the Islamic republic. Initially, Muslim rule took on 
a vengeful form in Khomeini’s Iran. On the other hand, he genuinely sought 
the well-being of the Iranian masses, particularly the poor. Their economic 
condition has improved since 1979. 

Khomeini’s hatred of the United States, which he called the “Great Satan,” 
was an extension of his dislike of the shah’s dictatorship. Muhammad Reza 
Shah relied heavily on American support. The US not only heavily armed the 
Pahlavi regime but helped organize some of the most repressive agencies of 
the government, such as SAVAK, the notorious secret police. 
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almost shut down Iran’s oil industry. Foreign companies and customers, 
remembering the Arab oil embargo of 1973, feared new shortages. Oil 
prices shot up. As the gravity of the Iranian crisis became clear in Washing¬ 
ton, Carter’s advisers debated whether to offer the shah more military sup¬ 
port or to ease him out, perhaps with a regency for his eighteen-year-old 
son under a liberal coalition government. The shah declared martial law in 
early November, named a general as his premier, and banned all demon¬ 
strations during the ten days usually devoted to mourning the martyrdom 
of Husayn (the Prophet’s grandson). The oil workers’ strike spread to other 
industries. Mobs sacked and burned Tehran shops, notably liquor stores, 
cinemas, and other symbols of Western influence. Almost all members of 
the royal family, most foreigners, and many rich and educated Iranians left 
the country. Rallies and riots continued. Carter’s special envoy urged the 
shah to form a coalition cabinet that would include opponents of his 
regime. On 6 January 1979 he asked the National Front’s vice president, 
Shapur Bakhtiar, to head a government; ten days later the shah left Iran 
for good. 

Joyful demonstrations followed his departure, but the crisis continued 
as Khomeini, still in Paris, called on Iranians to overthrow Bakhtiar’s gov¬ 
ernment. The ayatollah was gradually taking charge as he set up his Revo¬ 
lutionary Islamic Council and refused to compromise with Bakhtiar, who 
gave in to popular pressure to let him return. Soon after Khomeini’s ar¬ 
rival, the Iranian army stopped protecting the government; many soldiers 
gave away their guns and joined the demonstrators. On 11 February 1979 
the shah’s imperial guard fell, and so did Bakhtiar’s cabinet. At no time 
could the US (or any other outside power) have intervened to save the 
shah’s regime. 


The Establishment of the Republic 

The first revolutionary cabinet, headed by Mehdi Bazargan, an engineer 
who had managed Iran’s nationalized oil industry under Mosaddiq, com¬ 
bined moderate reformers with Muslim hard-liners. It called on the strik¬ 
ers to go back to work (most did) and set up a national plebiscite on Iran’s 
future government. Held in March, the referendum showed near unani¬ 
mous support for an Islamic republic, as advocated by the ayatollah. An 
assembly of lawyers and ulama drew up a new constitution. Revolutionary 
committees effected drastic changes throughout the country. Royal sym¬ 
bols were destroyed in actions that ranged from blowing up monuments 
to cutting the shah’s picture out of the paper money. Poor people seized 
and occupied the abandoned palaces. Streets were renamed, textbooks 
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rewritten, political prisons emptied (soon they would be refilled), and 
agents of the old regime tried and executed. When Westerners deplored 
these often violent acts, Iranians asked why the shah’s government had 
committed worse atrocities without being scolded by the Western media. 
Tehran’s new regime was soon challenged by nationalist revolts—Turks in 
Azerbaijan, Kurds, Arabs, Baluchis, and Khurasani Turcomans—all seek¬ 
ing greater autonomy. It was the old story of Iran’s regional and ethnic 
forces battling against the central government in a time of crisis. The revo¬ 
lutionary regime had to restore the army and the secret police—even 
some of the shah’s personnel—to protect itself. Under the new constitu¬ 
tion, legislative authority would be vested in a Majlis dominated by ulama. 
In contested cases, verdicts would be made by Khomeini, as the state’s 
leading faqih (judicial expert). But in the summer and fall of 1979 the 
ulama did not yet have full control; Premier Bazargan and other moder¬ 
ates were trying to maintain some ties to the West, and both the left-wing 
revolutionary committees and the remaining right-wing generals posed 
potential threats to the regime. 


The Hostage Crisis 

The revolution shook US-Iranian relations. It exposed the weakness of 
Washington’s Middle East policy, which was predicated on a stable, pro- 
Western regime in Tehran. Despite their cautious peace feelers, each side 
distrusted the other. Carter had just brought Egypt and Israel together to 
sign their peace treaty, arousing widespread Muslim (not just Arab) anger 
against Sadat. Iranians seized Israel’s embassy in Tehran and gave it to the 
PLO, and the new regime invited Arafat to Iran. In February 1979 mili¬ 
tants broke into the US Embassy, but the government promptly drove 
them out. Iranians anxiously watched the deposed shah’s movements, re¬ 
calling how he had fled at the height of Mosaddiq’s power in 1953, only to 
return following the CIA-backed army coup. Would history repeat itself? 
The shah moved from Egypt to Morocco to the Caribbean to Mexico as 
his health grew worse. Would he be admitted into the US? The Carter ad¬ 
ministration, concerned about Americans still in Iran, hoped the shah 
would stay away. In October, though, his doctors advised him to go to New 
York for specialized treatment. Pressured by the shah’s friends (among 
them Kissinger), the US government let him in. 

Iran’s response to this provocation came from a group of women stu¬ 
dents, followed by armed men, who broke into the US Embassy com¬ 
pound (whose marine guards had been ordered not to resist) and took 
sixty-three Americans hostage. They demanded that the US send the shah 
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back to Iran for trial and apologize for its role in his crimes and human 
rights abuses against the Iranian people. The US government and people 
were outraged at this gross violation of international law. Popular slogans 
such as “nuke Iran” articulated this anger. Most Americans urged Carter to 
punish Iran, but what could the US have done without endangering the 
hostages? Attacking Iran would have enraged the whole Muslim world. 
Washington stopped buying oil from Iran, froze more than $11 billion in 
Iranian assets deposited in US banks, required 50,000 Iranians holding US 
student visas to register, and took various measures in other countries 
(and in NATO, the UN, and the World Court) to press Iran’s government 
to make the militants set the hostages free from their captivity in the em¬ 
bassy. Nothing worked. 

The US government’s restraint could not stop angry mobs from storm¬ 
ing its embassies in Pakistan and Libya. Sunni militants captured the main 
mosque in Mecca and held it for two weeks before the Saudi army and na¬ 
tional guard took it back in a bloody affray. Shi’i militants demonstrated 
in eastern Saudi Arabia. In effect, the ayatollah and the militant students 
holding the embassy came to symbolize Third World peoples’ new as¬ 
sertiveness against Western power; in the eyes of the American public, 
they stood for their government’s weakness against “militant Islam.” Why 
were perceptions so different? Part of the answer is that Americans gener¬ 
ally know little about their government’s foreign policy and how it affects 
other people. Nonetheless, Iran and the US, however hostile to each other 
in November 1979, would still need each other in the long run. The USSR 
reminded them the following month by sending 100,000 troops into 
neighboring Afghanistan. 

The hostage crisis, during its 444-day duration, sparked major changes: 
Premier Bazargan’s replacement by an avowed Khomeini supporter, the 
Soviet occupation of Afghanistan, the movement of US forces into the In¬ 
dian Ocean, the military takeover in Turkey to end fighting between its 
Muslim and Marxist factions, Iraq’s invasion of Iran in September 1980, 
and Reagan’s decisive victory over Carter in the 1980 election. Iran could 
no longer sell oil to Western customers, causing domestic hardships such 
as unemployment and price inflation. The hostage crisis also strengthened 
the militant ulama against their rivals: secular nationalists, moderate re¬ 
formers, Marxists, and separatists. When a secular nationalist won Iran’s 
presidential election, causing Americans to hope that he would release the 
hostages, the ayatollah made sure that he was stymied by Muslim militants 
in the cabinet and in the new Majlis. 

No Western-educated politician, no matter how strongly he had opposed 
the shah, could hold power in this new regime; but the army regained some 
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of its luster (and power) when the US attempt to rescue the hostages failed 
in April 1980 and when Iraq invaded Iran that September. Once Iran found 
itself at war with Iraq and needed more money and military spare parts, 
the American hostages were no longer worth keeping. By this time, the 
shah had died in Cairo. Following patient mediation by Algerian diplo¬ 
mats, Iran agreed to free its remaining fifty-two captives (eleven of the 
hostages had been released earlier) in return for releasing its frozen assets, 
from which would be deducted an escrow fund to cover claims made 
against the Iranian government (the amount returned was about $8 bil¬ 
lion), and a pro forma US promise not to meddle in its internal affairs. 
Iran's fears of dealing with President-elect Reagan may have forced this set¬ 
tlement. No US administration would help Iran to recover the assets of the 
late shah's family outside the country. 

Once the hostages were freed, Iran faded from Americans' minds. In 
1981 political unrest intensified throughout the Middle East; bombs and 
bullets randomly killed ayatollahs, presidents, prime ministers, and party 
leaders. Iran's elected president, Abol-Hasan Bani-Sadr, won some popu¬ 
larity by visiting Iranian forces fighting against Iraq, but he was gradually 
shorn of his power. Finally forced to resign, he went into exile in France, 
where he joined the growing number of Iranians plotting to overthrow the 
ayatollah. The much-feared Soviet invasion never came, despite Iranian aid 
to the Afghan rebels. Rather, Moscow sent arms and advisers to the new 
regime, which consolidated its power but became as repressive as the late 
shah's government. By August 1979 the government had set up an auxiliary 
army, the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, which trained Muslim (es¬ 
pecially Shi'i) militants from many countries in the techniques of insur¬ 
gency. The results of their labors would be seen in various violent incidents 
during the 1980s, notably in Lebanon and in some of the Gulf states. 


The Struggle for Persian Gulf Supremacy 

During the 1970s most of the oil bought by noncommunist industrial 
countries came from states surrounding the Persian Gulf: Oman, the 
United Arab Emirates, Qatar, Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Iraq, and Iran 
(see Map 19.1). Huge tankers carried the oil through the Straits of Hormuz 
and the Gulf of Oman into the Arabian Sea and the Indian Ocean. Even 
when Iran, OPEC's second-greatest oil producer up to 1978, cut its output 
during the revolution, the slack was soon taken up by Saudi Arabia and its 
neighbors. The revolution also ended Iran's role, taken over from Britain, as 
the policeman of the Persian Gulf area. (Hereafter, we refer to the Persian 
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Gulf as simply “the Gulf”) The other countries (except Iraq) had big oil re¬ 
sources and revenues, small native populations, and many immigrant 
workers. Many feared at the time that these young, mostly male workers 
might subvert conservative Gulf societies, but this did not occur. 

The US government harped on a possible Soviet invasion across Iran, for 
the Russians had long been thought to harbor designs on the Gulf and its 
oil. The Soviet government, with good reason, noted various speeches and 
articles in which Americans threatened to seize the oil fields to protect them 
against revolutionaries. The local Arab rulers, hereditary monarchs except 
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in Iraq, feared revolutions like the one that convulsed Iran but did not want 
to open their lands to US military bases. When some Americans voiced the 
hope that Israel would defend their oil interests, the Arabs replied that they 
feared Israeli expansion more than the spread of Soviet power. 

This outlook was jolted a bit when the USSR, annoyed by the ineptitude 
of the Marxist regime it had helped set up in Afghanistan, invaded the 
country in late 1979. This sudden and massive influx of Soviet troops, into 
a mountainous land poor in oil resources but strategically close to both Pa¬ 
kistan and Iran, budged Arab perceptions slightly but galvanized Washing¬ 
ton to act. Addressing Congress in January 1980, Carter warned that he 
would view any attempt by an outside force to gain control of the Gulf area 
as an attack on US vital national interests and could lead to war. This 
Carter Doctrine, as it came to be called, was a risky declaration by the US at 
a time when its embassy in Iran (the country most apt to be invaded) was 
occupied by militants backed by their government. It even seems foolhardy 
in retrospect, for the US lacked the means to transport, deploy, and main¬ 
tain a fighting force large enough to deter Soviet aggression, if any were 
contemplated. No Gulf state wanted to base US naval or military person¬ 
nel, most of whom would probably be (like their foreign workers) unat¬ 
tached young men who could stir up social problems. US bases would 
make them more vulnerable if a war broke out between the superpowers. 
Did the Carter administration plan to use Egyptian troops, who had fought 
none too well against Libya in 1977, or Israelis, capable fighters but bound 
to provoke the hatred of local Arabs? Clearly, if the Gulf needed to be de¬ 
fended against an invader, the task should be performed by armies raised 
within that region. This perception led the Gulf states to buy more arms, 
train more troops, and coordinate their military planning, under their new 
Gulf Cooperation Council. 

No superpower confrontation occurred in the Gulf region. Neither side 
would risk a war to occupy it. In 1979-1980 the US was viewed as per¬ 
ilously weak, but the USSR soon turned out to be vulnerable, too, for about 
a fifth of its people—and a higher proportion of its youth—were Muslim. 
Most Soviet Muslims could be reached by Tehran radio, and some listened 
to Islamist and nationalist propaganda. The Soviets also found that their 
prolonged occupation of Afghanistan was costly in lives and equipment, 
insufficient to pacify the mountainous countryside, and bitterly resented in 
other Muslim countries, which took in about 4 million Afghan refugees. 
The US and the USSR thus kept each other from becoming the dominant 
power in the Gulf, but both committed ships and troops to the region and 
escorted Kuwaiti oil tankers past would-be Iranian attackers under their 
own flags. 
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Broadly speaking, the Gulf states realized that their own security de¬ 
pended on never letting one country become strong enough to control all 
the others. As you may recall from Chapter 10, this is the balance-of- 
power concept that kept the peace in nineteenth-century Europe. During 
the 1970s the country that had dominated the Gulf was Iran, due to the 
shah’s military buildup. When a rebellion, abetted by South Yemen (and 
indirectly by the USSR), had threatened Oman’s sultan, Iranian troops res¬ 
cued him in 1973. When the Kurdish revolt against Iraq heated up in 
1973-1974, Iran stopped arming the rebels only after Iraq agreed in 1975 
to share its control over the Shatt al-Arab waterway, an agreement that 
Iraq would denounce in 1980 and revive in 1990. The Islamic revolution 
eclipsed Iran’s predominance, at least for a while. Saudi Arabia was too 
sparsely populated and inadequately armed to replace Iran as guardian of 
the Gulf. 

But Iraq aspired to do so. The second-largest of the eastern Arab states 
in both area and population, Iraq had used its abundant oil resources 
since the 1920s to build an economic infrastructure suited to both indus¬ 
trial and agricultural development. Political turbulence from 1958 to 1970 
(plus the Kurdish revolt) slowed its growth, but after that it became more 
stable, under the authoritarian rule of Saddam Husayn, and developed 
rapidly. The country was armed by and aligned with the USSR. 

Yet Iraq did not live up to its potential. With two rivers, abundant oil, 
deserts, mountains, and fertile valleys, it could have wielded greater power 
but for the divisions among its people. Iraq’s Muslims are more than 60 
percent Shi’i, and about 30 percent of its Sunni Muslims are either Kur¬ 
dish or Turkish; yet the government had always been controlled by a Sunni 
Muslim and Arab elite. Still, Iraq aspired to unite the Arabs, as Prussia had 
led Germany’s unification. It laid claim to Kuwait from the 1930s, trying 
to annex it in 1961 and occupying it in 1990. Iraq has never made an armi¬ 
stice agreement with Israel. It tried to block Sadat’s peace efforts and gath¬ 
ered all the other Arab heads of state to condemn the Egyptian-Israeli 
peace treaty in 1979. When Egypt’s Arab League membership was sus¬ 
pended, Iraq hoped to replace it as the leading Arab state. But how could 
Iraq prove itself? 

Its answer was to attack revolutionary Iran in September 1980. President 
Saddam Husayn accused Iran of violating the 1975 treaty (which he had ne¬ 
gotiated on Iraq’s behalf) by not giving up a piece of its mountainous terri¬ 
tory closest to Baghdad. Iran had also kept three Gulf islands that the shah 
had annexed (from the United Arab Emirates) in 1971 because of their 
closeness to the Straits of Hormuz. Iraq expected Iran’s restive minorities, 
especially the ethnic Arabs of oil-rich Khuzistan, to rebel against Tehran 
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and help their Iraqi liberators. Iran, by the same logic, hoped to weaken Iraq 
by appealing to its Shi’i Muslim majority. Neither ploy worked. Each side 
tried using its air power to destroy the other’s oil pipelines and refineries 
and to demoralize civilians. Iraq invaded the Iranian provinces of Kurdistan 
and Khuzistan, took Khorramshahr, and surrounded Abadan, whose oil 
refinery was nearly destroyed. Military and civilian casualties were high, 
higher than in any other modern Middle Eastern war, and the Iran-Iraq 
War lasted much longer than the Iraqis had anticipated. They had counted 
on Iran’s internal instability, on its inability to buy spare parts for its inher¬ 
ited arsenal of US weapons, and on Western support to help thwart Iran 
during the American hostage crisis. 

Carter’s administration backed neither side at first, fearing that an Iran¬ 
ian defeat would enhance Soviet power. The USSR sold its arms to both 
sides. Iraq got help from Jordan, Saudi Arabia, and even Egypt, whereas 
Iran had the support of Syria and Libya. In other words, the status quo 
states gravitated toward Baghdad and the revolutionary ones toward 
Tehran. Iran had many trained officers and soldiers, US tanks and aircraft, 
and three times as many people as Iraq. The two sides settled into a stale¬ 
mate for more than a year. In 1982 Iran made a comeback. Roused by the 
ayatollah’s religious appeals, Iran’s army (augmented by teenaged volun¬ 
teers) retook nearly all the lands Iraq had won earlier. Tehran demanded 
that Iraq admit to having started the war, pay an indemnity, and oust Sad¬ 
dam Husayn. 

The Soviets veered toward Iran; Iraq, without renouncing its ties with 
Moscow, made overtures to the Reagan administration. Israel, too, entered 
the picture by bombing Iraq’s French-built nuclear reactor in 1981 just be¬ 
fore it was to go into operation and by selling arms and spare parts to Iran, 
despite Tehran’s fierce anti-Zionist rhetoric, because it feared that an Iraqi 
victory would unleash Arab militants against the Jewish state. The US pub¬ 
licly condemned this policy, but in 1986 it became known that the Reagan 
administration had covertly promoted the sale of missiles and spare parts 
to Iran in the hope of securing the release of Americans held hostage by 
Shi’i militants in Lebanon. The proceeds of the sales were funneled through 
secret Swiss bank accounts to aid Contra rebels who were trying to oust the 
Sandinista government in Nicaragua. Some reports revealed that Reagan’s 
National Security Council had even urged Saudi Arabia and Egypt to help 
supply spare parts to Iran. To placate Iraq, Washington provided Baghdad 
with intelligence information, not wholly accurate, about Iran. 

As the war continued, the US and Israel hoped to prevent a decisive 
victory by either side. But the prolonged war threatened to impoverish 
both Iran and Iraq, to draw their backers into the fray, to endanger anyone 
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shipping oil through the Gulf, and to weaken the economies of all oil¬ 
exporting states in the region. Both Iran and Iraq attacked oil tankers, not 
only each others but those of neutral countries as well. The US govern¬ 
ment reflagged some Kuwaiti vessels, and its navy escorted them past Iran¬ 
ian mines and speedboats. By 1988 Iran could no longer buy enough arms 
or spare parts. Iraq was using mustard gas and other chemical weapons 
against Iran and its Kurdish allies (who were Iraqi citizens). When a US 
naval ship shot down an Iranian passenger plane and the chorus of protest 
was curiously muted, Tehran realized that it had few friends left in the 
world. Nearly bankrupt, Iran accepted a 1987 Security Council resolution 
calling for a cease-fire. The fighting ended in August 1988. 


The Retreat from Camp David 

After having been enemies for thirty years and having fought five wars 
against each other, Egypt and Israel agreed in 1977-1978 to make peace be¬ 
cause both needed a respite from fighting—or so they thought at that time. 
The protracted arms race and the destructiveness of their wars had impov¬ 
erished Egypt and turned Israel into a fortress state. The prospect of an end 
to this cycle of war and rearmament encouraged both Egyptians and Is¬ 
raelis. The terms of the Egyptian-Israeli peace treaty, the Carter adminis- 
trations greatest achievement, seemed to meet each side’s basic needs: the 
phased restoration to Egypt of the Sinai Peninsula (taken by Israel in 1967); 
guarantees, backed by a multinational force that included Americans, that 
neither side would mass its troops to attack the other; mutual diplomatic 
recognition; and facilitation of trade, tourism, cultural exchanges, commu¬ 
nications, and technical aid. The US would assist ongoing talks between 
Israel and Egypt—plus, if possible, Jordan and the Palestinians—to arrange 
full autonomy for those Palestinians under Israeli administration. How¬ 
ever, the promise of Palestinian autonomy was soon undermined by the ac¬ 
tions of the Begin government. 

Signing the peace treaty with Israel exposed Sadat to the wrath of the 
other Arab countries, but he contemptuously ignored their blandishments 
and parried their insults, even when the oil-rich countries cut off aid to 
Egypt. The Egyptian people did not like to abandon the Arab states to back 
Israel, but some were also tired of being the blood bank for every Arab war 
against the Jewish state. The Palestinians, so the saying went in Cairo, 
would go on fighting against Israel—to their last Egyptian soldier! If the 
Arabs had really wanted to humble Egypt, discredit Sadat, and derail the 
Camp David Accords, they could have sent home the million Egyptian 
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teachers, doctors, engineers, skilled workers, and peasants who had jobs in 
their countries and remitted their savings to Egypt. Their failure to do so 
suggests that they needed Egyptian brains and brawn more than they 
wanted to prove their ideological purity. Sadat expected the other Arab 
states to come around to support Egypt’s peace policy. Many would do so 
later, but only Oman and the Sudan backed him in 1979. 

If the other Arab states did not get on the peace bandwagon, part of the 
blame fell on Israel’s government, which exploited its deal with Egypt to 
clamp down on the 2 million Arabs in Gaza, the West Bank, and the Golan 
Heights. “Full autonomy,” Prime Minister Begin explained, was to be ac¬ 
corded to the inhabitants of these occupied areas, provided the Palestini¬ 
ans gained no control over defense, the police, or even the water supply on 
which their food and flocks depended. Jews were encouraged by subsi¬ 
dized mortgage loans to settle in these areas so that no outside power (let 
alone the UN) could ever turn the lands over to the Arab majority. 

Of course, the Palestine National Council (the PLO’s executive arm) 
thwarted the peace process, too, by its adherence to the 1964 charter call¬ 
ing for Arab control of all Palestine (meaning Israel’s destruction). No one 
knew what the PLO could do to force or persuade the Israelis to hand their 
country, or even a part of what had been mandate Palestine, over to the 
Palestinians. Could Israel somehow coerce or convince the Palestinians to 
renounce the PLO? The two sides disagreed on how to make peace. 


The Assassination of Sadat 

The peace treaty with Israel raised the Egyptian people’s hopes that some 
money earmarked for defense could now be shifted into domestic pro¬ 
grams. The regained Sinai would become a new frontier for settlement and 
development. Egypt at peace would draw Western investors and tourists, 
another boost to economic recovery. The Arab boycott of Egypt, put in 
place after Egypt signed the 1979 treaty, did not stop the country’s eco¬ 
nomic revival. Although foreign investment was disappointing, earnings 
from the sale of Egypt’s oil, Suez Canal tolls, tourism revenues, and emi¬ 
grants’ remittances did increase after the Camp David Accords, giving 
Egypt a balance-of-payments surplus in 1980 for the first time in years. 
This surplus did not recur, however, nor did growth benefit most of the 
Egyptian people. Sadat was not interested in economic or social issues. His 
open-door policy benefited only a small group of newly rich entrepreneurs. 

The average Egyptian, squeezed by price inflation, housing costs, and de¬ 
teriorating public services, longed to move to North Africa or the Gulf 
states. The villain was overpopulation. Egypt in 1982 had more than double 
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the number of people it had in 1952 but roughly the same amount of cul¬ 
tivable land. Its agriculture could not feed its own population, increasing by 
1 million every year. The government urged family planning but also de¬ 
voted one-fifth of the state budget to subsidizing the purchase of basic 
necessities to keep bread, sugar, butane gas, and kerosene affordable. The 
subsidies benefited all buyers, even rich Egyptians and foreign residents. La¬ 
bor unemployment (or underemployment) held down Egyptian salaries 
and wages. Men often could not afford to marry until they were thirty or 
forty years old. 

The frustration level in the early 1980s, therefore, was high. Many Egyp¬ 
tians felt that Sadat’s policies could not or would not help them. Although 
some Egyptians (especially the most educated) became Marxists, scientific 
socialism had no general appeal in a highly religious society. Religion 
scored major gains, among Copts as well as Muslims, after Egypt’s 1967 
defeat. Islamic groups permeated nearly all aspects of Egyptian life. The 
Muslim Brothers survived Nasir’s purges, and new secret societies arose. 
Some resorted to terrorist acts. At first, Sadat promoted the formation of 
nonrevolutionary Muslim societies to counter the Marxist and Nasirite 
ones, especially at the universities. Muslims demanded that the Shari’a be 
applied to all the country’s laws. The Copts, about one-tenth of Egypt’s 
population, also became more politicized, and violent communal strife 
broke out in a Cairo workers’ district in July 1981. Even before then, Sadat 
was clamping down on religious extremists, using popular referenda to 
pass laws to curb opposition to his policies, including peace with Israel. 
In September 1981 he banned the Muslim Brothers’ popular magazine, 
al-Dawa ; imposed censorship on mosque sermons; and locked up 1,500 
alleged opponents without trial. As the US government was spending $2 
billion a year on economic, technical, and military assistance to Egypt, 
mainly as a result of the treaty with Israel, many Americans failed to see 
that Sadat had lost touch with his own people. 

On 6 October, the eighth anniversary of Egypt’s successful crossing of 
the Suez Canal to attack the Israelis occupying the Sinai, Sadat and most of 
his top officials were viewing a military parade in Victory City, a Cairo sub¬ 
urb. An army truck halted, apparently because of a mechanical failure, in 
front of the presidential reviewing stand. Four soldiers jumped out. Think¬ 
ing they had stopped to salute him, Sadat rose to face them, whereupon 
they pointed their machine guns at him and opened fire, murdering the 
president and several of his aides. All but one of the assassins were killed. 
Police investigations unearthed a large conspiracy, both within the army 
and in Egypt generally, as well as a network of terrorist groups, of which 
the best known was called al-Takfir wa al-Hijra (meaning, roughly, “Ex- 
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posing Unbelief and Fleeing Evil”). Many of the terrorists, including the 
surviving assassin, were put on trial. Various Arab leaders, notably Libya’s 
Qadhafi, rejoiced at Sadat’s death; only a few Egyptians mourned him. 
There were several reasons that some Egyptians would seek to assassinate 
Sadat: Egypt’s deteriorating economic and social conditions, the revival of 
militant Islam, but also, no doubt, his willingness to make a separate peace 
with Israel. 

Vice President Husni Mubarak, who had commanded Egypt’s air force 
during the 1973 war, was chosen by the People’s Assembly (followed by a 
popular referendum) to succeed Sadat. He declared a state of emergency, 
clamped tight controls on the universities and the press, and arrested 
more revolutionaries. But he also freed some of the political and religious 
leaders Sadat had jailed. He restored some public trust in the government 
by promising economic and social reforms and by linking himself with 
Nasir’s legacy at the expense of Sadat’s. Talks with Israel about Palestinian 
autonomy dragged on, and in April 1982 Egypt regained the rest of the 
Sinai. Israel’s invasion of Lebanon six weeks later caused Mubarak to recall 
Egypt’s ambassador in Tel Aviv, and relations between the two states 
turned into a “cold peace.” Israel suspected Egypt of backing away from 
the treaty to regain its leadership of the Arab world; the Egyptian govern¬ 
ment was embarrassed by Israel’s occupation of southern Lebanon and its 
increasingly repressive policies in the West Bank and Gaza. Egypt did re¬ 
sume diplomatic ties with Jordan, aid Iraq in its war against Iran, and wel¬ 
come Yasir Arafat to Cairo in 1983. But at the same time it accepted 
billions of dollars in US aid and continued its war of nerves with Qadhafi. 

In 1984 Egypt had its freest parliamentary elections since 1952. Mu¬ 
barak’s National Democratic Party won a majority of People’s Assembly 
seats, but opposition parties, notably the New Wafd, gained ground. 
Egypt’s economy worsened as oil prices fell and the security police riots of 
1986 frightened away foreign tourists. Relations with the US and Israel 
became frayed at times, but peace prevailed, and Mubarak remained in 
power. The other Arab governments restored diplomatic ties with Cairo, 
Egypt was readmitted to the Arab League, and Mubarak led in promoting 
the peace process. 


Israels Rising Militancy 

Peace with Egypt did not make Israel feel secure about its position as a 
Jewish island in an Arab sea. Increasingly, it felt that its only real ally was 
the US. The Reagan administration came to power with the notion that it 
could develop a “strategic consensus” of governments opposed to Soviet 
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expansion in the Middle East, including Egypt, Israel, Jordan, Saudi Ara¬ 
bia, and Pakistan. One means of building this consensus was to sell arms. 
Just after Sadat’s assassination, the US Senate—pressured by the White 
House in competition against the American Israel Public Affairs Commit¬ 
tee (AIPAC)—voted by a narrow margin to approve the sale of four air¬ 
borne warning and control system (AWACS) planes to Saudi Arabia. 
Washington’s efforts to court pro-Western Arab governments were both a 
result and a cause of Israel’s ever more militant stance toward Arab gov¬ 
ernments and the PLO. Since its formation in 1977, Begins government 
had followed a harsh policy against Palestinians in the occupied areas. It 
also backed a group of Jewish militants, Gush Emunim (Bloc of the Faith¬ 
ful), in its plans to form new settlements and to raise the Jewish population 
of those already set up on the West Bank. The Jewish settlers had guns and 
might attack Palestinians at random; the Palestinians could be arrested for 
carrying knives or throwing rocks at Israeli military vehicles. 

Although Palestinians in the occupied territories and other countries 
viewed the PLO as their representative, Israel regarded it as a terrorist 
group with which it would never negotiate for peace. If Israel wished to 
weaken the PLO, it had to attack Lebanon, its center of operations since 
Black September 1970. Reluctantly at first, the PLO was drawn into the 
Lebanese civil war in 1975, suffering a severe defeat when Syria intervened 
on the Christian side and captured the fortified Palestinian “refugee camp” 
(really a military base) of Tel Za’tar, near Beirut. Once the Syrians settled in 
as an occupying army, they gradually shifted to the side of the Lebanese 
Muslims and the PLO, which became dominant in various parts of 
Lebanon, including west Beirut. Palestinian fidaiyin often would launch 
dramatic raids against civilian targets inside Israel. Some of these were 
in retaliation for Israeli attacks that killed many Palestinian civilians. In 
March 1978 the Israeli Defense Force occupied the area up to the Litani 
River. The UN Security Council condemned the invasion and set up a 
4,000-man, multinational buffer force to replace the IDF and restore peace 
to southern Lebanon. Under US pressure, Israel’s cabinet agreed to with¬ 
draw the IDF, provided that the PLO be kept out of the buffer zone. The 
Israelis had no faith in any UN peacekeeping force; instead, they trusted the 
Christian militia of Sa’d Haddad, a renegade Lebanese colonel who in 1979 
set up his “Republic of Free Lebanon” in the south. Israel absorbed the 
southern Lebanese Christians into its economy, thus gaining an added in¬ 
terest in Lebanon. 

Israel went on making intermittent air raids against PLO strongholds in 
Lebanon, ignoring the UN presence there. These raids were sometimes 
reprisals for Palestinian attacks, and at other times were intended to pro- 



The Retreat from Camp David ❖ 389 


voke Palestinian attacks. Begin also asserted Israels right to bombard “ter¬ 
rorists” in Lebanon even without prior provocation. The situation wors¬ 
ened in 1981 as Palestinians fired rockets into northern Israel and Israeli 
artillery pounded the coastal towns of Sidon and Tyre. Both sides stepped 
up their attacks. Twice in July, Israeli planes bombed Beirut, killing hun¬ 
dreds and injuring thousands of Lebanese and Palestinian civilians. Rea¬ 
gan’s administration sent a special negotiator, Philip Habib, to arrange a 
cease-fire that Arafat, Begin, and all the Lebanese factions accepted, but 
Lebanon remained tense. Syria refused to remove the surface-to-air mis¬ 
siles it had installed in Lebanon’s Biqa’ Valley, despite Israel’s threats to 
bomb them as it had Iraq’s nuclear reactor. 

Israel was showing greater hostility toward the Arabs in other ways. On 
the West Bank it periodically closed Arab schools and universities, ex¬ 
pelled elected mayors who backed the PLO, and increased the size and 
number of Jewish settlements. Israel sought an alternative to the PLO as a 
negotiating partner, but few Palestinians came forward. Israel ascribed this 
attitude to PLO threats to kill would-be collaborators, ignoring the anger 
fueled by its own policies. According to numerous international organiza¬ 
tions that were monitoring the Israeli occupation, Palestinian society was 
gradually disintegrating. Even if some Palestinians were prospering, few 
were willing to bargain directly with Jerusalem to gain more autonomy. 
Even replacing the military government with a civilian one did not soften 
Israel’s occupation policies or placate the Palestinians. Rather, they grew 
more sullen and militant during the 1980s. 

As we noted earlier, in June 1981 Israel bombed and wiped out Iraq’s nu¬ 
clear reactor. Although Begin justified this belligerent act as protecting Is¬ 
rael’s security, others wondered how secure the Arabs could feel living next 
door to Israel’s functioning reactors and (unacknowledged) possession of 
nuclear arms. In December 1981 Begin’s cabinet formally extended the ap¬ 
plication of Israeli law to the Golan Heights, which amounted to their an¬ 
nexation. The UN Security Council condemned both acts, but Israel simply 
shrugged them off. 

The Begin government claimed that it had carried out its treaty obliga¬ 
tions to Egypt. Israel (with US government aid) spent vast sums to move 
its military equipment from the Sinai to newly constructed bases in the 
Negev Desert. It offered Israeli settlers generous inducements to leave their 
homes, factories, and gardens in the Sinai, for Egypt did not want any 
Israelis to stay. When some in Yamit resisted, the IDF removed the recalci¬ 
trant settlers and bulldozed all buildings just before the area was returned 
to Egypt. When Egypt got back the rest of the Sinai in April 1982, the sole 
contested area was a 250-acre (105-hectare) plot on the Gulf of Aqaba 
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containing an Israeli resort hotel in the village of Taba, just on the Egyp¬ 
tian side of the international frontier. Ironically, Taba had given its name 
to an earlier dispute between British-ruled Egypt and the Ottoman Em¬ 
pire, leading to the 1906 demarcation of that “international frontier” now 
separating Egypt and Israel. The new Taba Affair was finally submitted to 
arbitration and resolved in Egypt’s favor in 1989. 


Israel's Invasion of Lebanon 

The strife in Lebanon—Christian against Muslim, rich fighting poor, 
Lebanese separatist versus Arab nationalist—went on and on. By the 1980s 
many of the fighters were teenagers who had never known peace. In May 
1982 Israel bombed a Palestinian base near Beirut, killing twenty-five 
people. The Palestinians shelled northern Israel, and unidentified agents 
killed an Israeli diplomat in Paris and badly wounded Israel’s ambassador 
in London. This last act provided the pretext for a massive IDF invasion of 
southern Lebanon on 6 June. Ignoring all outside diplomatic efforts to stop 
the fighting, Israel thrust northward, bypassing the UN troops and pushing 
back both PLO and Syrian forces. The Arabs suffered many casualties. 
Thousands of civilians, Lebanese and Palestinian alike, lost their homes. 
Taking advantage of surprise and complete control over the air, the Israelis 
bombed Beirut heavily and destroyed many Syrian missiles in the Biqa’ Val¬ 
ley. Extensive press and television coverage showed the efficiency of the IDF 
invasion—and its cost in human suffering. Israel admitted using US-made 
cluster bombs against “terrorists” (most of the victims were civilians). The 
Arab states, including Egypt, condemned the invasion as well as the US ve¬ 
toes that had blocked two Security Council resolutions against Israel. Not¬ 
ing that the US kept on arming Israel, the Arabs accused the Americans of 
backing the invasion. But no Arab state sent troops to help the Syrians and 
Palestinians in Lebanon. Only Iran offered to come to their aid. By mid- 
June the IDF had surrounded Beirut. For the first time, Israel was besieging 
an Arab capital, but the Arabs could not defend it. The USSR thundered 
and threatened—but did not act. It was at this time that Iranians set up 
their revolutionary training centers in the Biqa’ Valley. 

Washington was free to act, but the Reagan administration was split on 
what it wanted. Secretary of State Alexander Haig left office, probably be¬ 
cause he would have backed Israel in destroying the PLO in Lebanon. 
Other US officials were angry at the Israeli invasion, anxious about possi¬ 
ble Arab reprisals against American interests, and eager to pacify Lebanon. 
Some hoped for a general Middle East peace. The new secretary of state, 
George Shultz, drafted the Reagan Peace Plan, announced on 1 September 
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1982, calling for Israel’s withdrawal from the West Bank and Gaza, free 
elections, and a five-year transition period to autonomy for the Palestini¬ 
ans and probable federation with Jordan. Israel and the PLO rejected the 
plan, Egypt accepted it, Jordan looked it over warily, and the Americans 
quietly shelved it. The Arab heads of state, meeting at Fez one week later, 
produced their own plan, proposing a Palestinian state and hinting at rec¬ 
ognizing Israel. The Americans ignored the Arab initiative. 

But everyone was watching Lebanon, where Washington acted inconsis¬ 
tently. Vetoing UN Security Council resolutions and arming Israels forces 
made the US a de facto accomplice of the invasion. American diplomat 
Philip Habib had shuttled between Jerusalem, Beirut, and Damascus until 
he came up with an arrangement that provided for a partial Israeli pull¬ 
back and a complete Palestinian withdrawal from the western half of 
Beirut, both of which were to be supervised by US Marines and French 
and Italian soldiers. Negotiations would continue among the parties to set 
up a new government and to evacuate all foreign forces from Lebanon. In 
August the fighting in Beirut abated, allowing Israels forces to pull back 
and permitting the PLO to get out. Meanwhile, Lebanon’s parliament— 
unchanged for ten years—met to elect a new president. The sole candidate 
was Bashir Jumayyil, a leader of the Maronite paramilitary group called 
the Phalanges. Owing to his ties to the Christian side in the civil war, many 
opposition deputies boycotted the session at which Jumayyil was elected. 
Elated, Begin hoped Israel could reach a lasting peace with a Christian- 
dominated Lebanon. 

The other side did not give up. On 14 September a bomb blew up the 
Phalanges’ headquarters in east Beirut, killing the occupants, including 
Bashir Jumayyil. The IDF prompdy occupied west Beirut and began root¬ 
ing out PLO pockets of resistance that remained, in violation of Habib’s 
peace plan. The IDF allowed the Phalanges to enter the Palestinian “camps” 
of Shatila and Sabra, where the Lebanese Christians massacred hundreds of 
Palestinian men, women, and children during a two-day rampage. Every¬ 
one was shocked, including the Israelis, who set up a commission to look 
into the cause of the massacres. The Israeli commission found that the IDF 
commander, General Ariel Sharon, had facilitated the Sabra and Shatila 
massacres and called for his exclusion from future cabinets. The US- 
French-Italian force was brought back into Beirut—for a longer stay this 
time—to restore peace. Lebanon’s parliament elected Amin Jumayyil, 
Bashir’s older brother, to serve as president. 

If Lebanon were to have peace, the domestic factions would have to revise 
their government’s constitution and disarm their numerous militia groups. 
Foreign troops—the Syrians authorized by the Arab League to occupy 
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Lebanon; Palestinian fidaiyin; Israeli invaders; the UN buffer force; and the 
multinational force of France, Italy, and the US (also joined by Britain)— 
would all have to leave the country. But in what order? The US wanted a 
phased withdrawal, to be negotiated by all the involved parties. Syria wanted 
the other foreign troops to leave unconditionally. In late 1982 and early 
1983, representatives of Lebanon, Israel, and the US carried on lengthy 
deliberations leading to a treaty laboriously crafted by Shultz. It soon col¬ 
lapsed, as the IDF would not leave unless the Syrians and the PLO simul¬ 
taneously withdrew their armies from the parts of Lebanon they were 
occupying. President Asad, opposed by Islamist Sunnis at home (he had 
massacred at least 20,000 of them and leveled half of Syria’s conservative 
Muslim city, Hama, in 1982), refused to oblige the Americans by pulling out 
of Lebanon. Although Amin Jumayyil had signed it, the 1983 Lebanese- 
Israeli Treaty became a dead letter. 

The emerging forces in Lebanon were ones that no one had ever noticed 
before. In the war’s early years, outside observers assumed that the main re¬ 
ligious groups were Maronite Christians and Sunni Muslims. Westerners 
ignored the Shi’i Muslims, who predominated in the Biqa’ Valley and parts 
of southern Lebanon. Gradually, though, they had become the country’s 
largest sect, and many were flocking to Beirut’s poorer districts in search of 
work. Many Shi’is at first welcomed Israel’s invasion, hoping that it might 
weaken the Sunni Lebanese and the Palestinians. But when the Israelis 
stayed for months, the Shi’is turned against them. More and more Shi’i 
youths were willing to become martyrs to drive out the Israelis and their 
perceived allies, the US troops. A series of terrorist bombings ensued, hit¬ 
ting the US embassies in Beirut and Kuwait, the US Marine barracks at the 
Beirut airport, and even the French military headquarters (partly because 
France was arming Iraq against Iran). US and Israeli reprisals against vil¬ 
lages believed to be harboring Shi’i fighters rendered many Lebanese 
homeless and further embittered the people against foreigners. The heavy 
loss of American lives in the Marine barracks blast, the threats against other 
US citizens in Lebanon, and the murder of President Malcolm Kerr of the 
American University of Beirut sapped the will of the US peacekeeping mis¬ 
sion. Reagan decided to remove the contingent to the Sixth Fleet offshore. 
It was soon withdrawn “over the horizon.” The French, British, and Italian 
contingents also pulled out in early 1984. 


The Terrorist Triumph 

West Beirut fell under the control of Shi’i and Druze militia, and the fight¬ 
ing raged on in Lebanon. Amin Jumayyil’s government could not restore 
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order, even though it renounced its treaty with Israel. Internecine struggles 
split most of the sects and also the Palestinians, as Syria backed a faction 
opposed to Arafat. In the mid-1980s, US and other foreign nationals still in 
Lebanon were being kidnapped by shadowy Shi’i gangs and held for ran¬ 
som, which Western governments vowed never to pay (but sometimes did, 
secretly). The hijacking of passenger aircraft and even a cruise ship en¬ 
hanced the Middle East’s reputation for terrorism. The really striking de¬ 
velopment was that Lebanon’s Shi’i Muslims achieved so much more than 
the PLO had at the expense of the Israelis, who withdrew from most of 
Lebanon—without a treaty—in 1985. The Palestinian organization had 
the diplomatic and financial support of most of the Arab countries, but 
the Shi’i groups, the largely secular Amal (Hope) led by Nabih Berri, the 
breakaway Islamic Amal, and especially Hizballah (Party of God), earned 
the credit for driving Israeli and Western troops out of Lebanon. The ma¬ 
jor factor in the Shi’is’ success, we believe, was their willingness to sacrifice 
their lives for their cause, inspired by Khomeini’s teachings, the success of 
the Iranian revolution, and especially the example set in 680 by Muham¬ 
mad’s grandson Husayn against his oppressors. 

Terrorism is an old method of warfare practiced in most parts of the 
world whenever individuals and groups cannot attain dignity, freedom, or 
justice against powers that rely on armies, police, and other conventional 
forces to maintain their control. Its basic aim is to force other individuals 
or groups—and their countries—to take unwanted political actions that 
serve the terrorists’ needs. In this book we have mentioned the terrorism 
the Assassins used against the Sunnis, the Egyptians against the British in 
the Suez Canal, the Arabs and Jews against each other and against the 
British in Palestine, the Palestinians against the Israelis and their support¬ 
ers, and Shi’i Muslims in Iran, Lebanon, and other countries against those 
people whom they have identified as their oppressors. Terrorists tend to be 
educated youths full of zeal and determination. They believe that their 
religion or nationality has been oppressed and must be vindicated. Gov¬ 
ernments, too, sponsor terrorism to demoralize their foes. Israel’s bom¬ 
bardment of Palestinians in 1981 was a form of state-sponsored terrorism, 
as were Asad’s massacre of his foes in Hama in 1982 and Saddam’s attacks 
on Iraqi Kurds in 1988. 

Formerly, Middle Eastern governments and peoples were more often vic¬ 
timized by terrorism than Americans and Europeans, but the terrorists now 
struck at the West to get vengeance. Nearly all governments condemn ter¬ 
rorism, but they do not agree on how to combat it. There are two basic 
schools of thought on the issue: (1) terrorism can be deterred by striking 
back at its perpetrators and cowing them into submission, and (2) terrorism 
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can only be stopped by curing the conditions that cause it. But it is hard to 
deter terrorists when they are backed by so many of the people around 
them, when punitive action fails to strike at their source, and when the lives 
of innocent hostages are at stake. Reagan and his partisans attacked the 
Carter government for its weak handling of the American hostage crisis in 
Iran, but his own administration fared even worse in Lebanon and had to 
extricate itself from an embarrassing scandal involving the sale of US 
weapons to Iran, which had been financing revolutionary groups in Leba¬ 
non. It was nearly impossible to devise policies to cure the conditions that 
cause terrorism, such as the ongoing Arab-Israeli conflict, the civil war in 
Lebanon, the Iran-Iraq War, urbanization, and poverty. The UN had tried 
for years to address these issues with little success, in part because the US so 
often vetoed its resolutions. 


Western Policy Formation and Islamic Polity 

Formulating policies is hard for popularly elected governments, and espe¬ 
cially for the US, with its power divided between the White House and 
Congress. In the 1980s Washington lacked a Middle East policy, and its 
susceptibility to both Zionist and oil lobbies made it even harder to for¬ 
mulate one. It was also a challenge for Israel, which from 1984 to 1988 was 
led by a shaky combination of the Labor Party, led by Shim’on Peres, and 
the Likud Party, headed after 1983 by Yitzhak Shamir. The two blocs won 
nearly equal numbers of seats in the 1984 Knesset elections, and they 
agreed to form a coalition cabinet in which Peres was premier until 1986, 
whereupon he was succeeded by Shamir for the next two years. The two 
men disagreed on their Arab policies: Peres favored and Shamir opposed 
an international peace conference that would probably lead to restoring 
most of the West Bank to Jordan. Shamir wanted indefinite Israeli control 
over the lands captured in the 1967 war. The Palestinians, too, were di¬ 
vided. Some called for an all-out struggle against the occupation, whereas 
others advocated that those who had been under Israel’s administration 
for two decades should take an active part in Israeli politics, such as the 
Jerusalem elections. They also debated how far they could rely on the Arab 
governments to help them, but after December 1987 they chose to fight 
for their own cause. Policy debates on both sides did not bring peace. 

What does it mean to have a policy? A government with a policy on a 
particular issue has identified its goals and chooses the means most likely 
to reach them. As Iran in the early 1980s hoped to spread Islamic govern¬ 
ment throughout the Middle East, it formulated a policy of revolutionary 
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subversion to undermine established governments in Muslim states by ap¬ 
pealing to their mostaz’afan (literally “dispossessed,” the people who felt 
alienated by the Middle East’s westernization) and imbuing them with a 
zeal for self-sacrifice to combat their oppressors. This policy worked for 
a while in Lebanon, but it foundered on harsh economic realities in the 
war against Iraq, and eventually the Ayatollah Khomeini had to admit that 
Iran could no longer afford to fight Iraq and finance revolutionary Shi’i 
groups in Lebanon. Economic recovery became Iran’s goal, and other 
means became more expedient. If Israel in the 1980s wanted to ensure its 
survival in a hostile Arab world, it assumed that its best policy was to cow 
its enemies so thoroughly that no one would attack it. But this means 
could not ensure security, because the Lebanese Shi’is and Palestinians re¬ 
fused to be intimidated and stepped up their attacks on Israel. 

If the Reagan administration wanted a friendly Middle East, it initially 
thought that it could build a strategic consensus of governments opposed 
to the USSR, but this was a misguided policy, for most Middle Eastern gov¬ 
ernments feared Israel, one another, or internal revolutions more than they 
dreaded a Soviet invasion. Later, Reagan would seek peace between Israel 
and the Arabs and among contending factions in Lebanon based on com¬ 
promises that ignored the true aims of both sides. Even later, he would try 
to soothe the American public, condemning hostage-taking in Lebanon 
and other acts of terrorism, yet selling arms to bargain, indirectly, with ter¬ 
rorist captors for the release of American hostages. Reagan used a feel-good 
approach; his was not a policy of ends and means. 

To be blunt, policymaking was defective throughout the Khomeini 
decade. The Islamic Republic of Iran managed to survive all attempts— 
internal, Iraqi, and US—to topple it, and it even repaid a $7 billion debt in¬ 
herited from the shah; but it nearly ruined its economy and hastened the 
exodus of its richest and best-educated citizens. It persuaded no other 
country to become an Islamic republic. It claimed that it could reestablish 
the Shari’a as the law of the land, but Iranians still evaded its bans on 
women’s cosmetics, drug abuse (opium use soared in Iran), and rock mu¬ 
sic. The Arab states continued to pursue policies that caused them to quar¬ 
rel among themselves. Israeli policies demoralized the country and did not 
enhance its security. The US government did not know how to deal with 
Middle Eastern fundamentalism, whether Muslim, Jewish, or Christian, 
and its attempts at repressing terrorism by bombarding Lebanese villages 
in 1983 and the Libyan capital in 1986 enraged peoples who might once 
have supported its interests. Khomeini’s Islamic republic, Menachem Be- 
gin’s and Yitzhak Shamir’s Greater Israel, Yasir Arafat’s equivocation, and 
Ronald Reagan’s patriotism all failed to illumine their policies. 
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The Islamic revolution in the Middle East, as inspired by the Ayatollah 
Khomeini, ended with his death in June 1989. Indeed, it had been declining 
for several years, as Iran’s revolutionary zeal waned and Iraq regained the 
lands that it had earlier lost. Islam is a religion and a way of life; it is not a 
political ideology. Before 1979 Westerners underestimated Islam’s power 
over the hearts and minds of Muslims; during the 1980s we overestimated 
it. For most of the history that you have studied in this book, Islamic beliefs 
and institutions strongly influenced the people of the Middle East, but no 
leader, not even Muhammad, could make Islam the sole determinant of 
what Muslims thought and did. The Shari’a always coexisted with other le¬ 
gal systems, including the edicts of kings and governors. The imperial tra¬ 
dition of Achaemenid Iran coexisted through the ages with the Islamic 
vision of Muhammad. Civil officials and military officers wielded power in 
an ongoing symbiosis (or rivalry) with caliphs and ulama. 

The Islamic revolution enabled the mostazajan to find their voice and to 
vent their anger on rulers and foreign advisers who exalted material wealth 
and power in the name of “modernization.” Anger is a powerful tool for 
hopeful politicians everywhere, but it does not make policy, feed the hun¬ 
gry, shelter the homeless, win the war, or keep the peace. Islam gives mean¬ 
ing to the lives of individuals and groups; it teaches principles that make 
people more ethical and humane. But today’s world is far more complex 
than the one in which the Shari’a took form, and many skills are needed to 
meet its challenges, whether within the lands of Islam or between Muslims 
and non-Muslims. All countries touched by the “fundamentalist” revival 
must harness the wisdom of religion to solve economic and social prob¬ 
lems, resolve conflicts, and create peace. It is time for Muslims and other 
peoples, including Americans, to work together on a basis of mutual un¬ 
derstanding and respect. 



TWENTY 


The Gulf War and 
the Peace Process 


The cold war ended around 1990, but we live in a world of wrenching 
change and rising conflict between and within nations. People are frustrated 
with their governments, with the conditions of their daily lives, and with the 
lack of the respect from other people or governments that they feel they de¬ 
serve. Frustration causes uprisings against entrenched regimes, religious 
and ethnic strife, demands for more popular participation in politics, and 
repressive governments. In the Middle East such problems were less visible 
in the 1990s than in other parts of Africa and Asia, but they lurked beneath 
the surface and have come back to haunt us in the new millennium. Follow¬ 
ing the collapse of the USSR, three Caucasian and five Central Asian states 
were born. Communism lost its power and allure in the Middle East. 

Meanwhile, Western news media and politicians conjured up new threats 
in “terrorism” and “Islamic fundamentalism.” Yet peoples in the Middle 
East had even more reasons to fear the power of the West. How did they see 
the military buildup in Saudi Arabia, answering Iraq's invasion of Kuwait 
in August 1990? And what about the 1991 Gulf War, in which the coalition 
of American, European, and Arab forces drove out the Iraqis after aerial at¬ 
tacks devastated much of their country but did not topple their leader? 

The Arab world felt divided, defenseless, and despondent about its in¬ 
ability to set its own course. Many Arabs who had once hoped to imitate 
Turkey’s leap into modernity came to believe that imported ideologies and 
programs had divided them. Iran’s Islamic revolution provided a new di¬ 
rection to follow, but popular support for the model did not cause Arab 
governments to change. Arab leaders began open negotiations with Israel 
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in Madrid and Washington, and secret ones in Oslo and other cities. Israel 
broke an ancient taboo when it talked with the PLO. A laborious peace 
process began between the two sides, but neither side was willing to offer 
what would most allay the other’s fears. Threats of Arab violence and an¬ 
nihilation still haunted the Israelis, and the reality of Israel’s domination 
and reprisals hobbled the Palestinians who openly defied Israel’s soldiers. 
Turkey tried to join the European Union, but it could not meet Western 
standards of respect for human rights when faced with a Kurdish rebellion 
in its southeastern provinces. Iran spoke of exporting Islamic principles to 
the rest of the world, but its citizens twice elected a president whose poli¬ 
cies would moderate its revolution at home to rebuild its own society. 

The period from 1990 to 2001 was one of wars, power struggles between 
and within Middle Eastern countries, acts of terrorism (variously de¬ 
fined), and the mirage of peace between Israel and the Palestinians. It was 
a frustrating time for all. 


The Gulf Crisis 

A geological fact created a historical anomaly. Petroleum and natural gas 
abound in the arid lands surrounding the Persian Gulf where, until the 
1960s, the population was sparse, mainly nomadic, and ignored by the 
outside world. Most of these lands remained under tribal shaykhs and 
amirs while army officers elsewhere in the Middle East were replacing 
monarchies with republics. During the middle third of the twentieth cen¬ 
tury, a motley assortment of states emerged. These ranged from Saudi Ara¬ 
bia, united by Ibn Saud and enriched by oil discoveries far beyond 
anything he or his subjects could ever have imagined, to such minuscule 
emirates as Fujaira, known best for its postage stamps, and Bahrain, a fad¬ 
ing oil power with well-developed banking and tourist facilities. We call 
every country a “nation,” but do principalities like Qatar and Dubai owe 
their existence to the political loyalties of their citizens? The combination 
of two well-armed and populous countries possessing abundant oil re¬ 
serves, Iran and Iraq, with many tiny states that also had oil but no means 
of self-defense was dangerous. The danger receded during the 1980-1988 
Iran-Iraq War, but the potential for conflict resurfaced once the war ended. 


Iraqs Complaints and Claims 

Iraq suffers psychological complexes about being second in the Arab 
world. Egypt has more influential universities, publishing houses, news- 
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papers, and radio and television stations. Syria pioneered the development 
of Arab nationalism, even though Iraq became independent sooner and 
championed Arab unity in the 1930s and 1940s. And Saudi Arabia’s oil, al¬ 
though discovered later than Iraq’s, has proved to have greater output and 
more extensive reserves. Iraqis feel, therefore, that other Arabs (to say 
nothing of non-Arabs) do not respect them. Although many Arab states 
furnished huge loans and supplied arms to Saddam Husayn’s regime dur¬ 
ing its war against Iran, they underestimated what Iraq spent in blood and 
treasure purportedly to blunt the spread of Islamist militancy from Tehran 
to the Arab world. 

A related complex is Iraq’s belief that Western imperialism in general and 
Britain in particular tried to strangle its development by creating a separate 
emirate called “Kuwait.” Iraq maintained that Kuwait had no right to inde¬ 
pendence. Its ruling Sabah family had recognized Ottoman suzerainty over 
Kuwaiti territory during the nineteenth century. In 1899, however, Shaykh 
Mubarak A1 Sabah (r. 1896-1915) had signed a treaty giving the British re¬ 
sponsibility for the defense and foreign relations of Kuwait, thus severing it 
from Ottoman control. The British, seeking to protect their routes to India, 
had already made similar treaties with other tribal leaders along the Persian 
Gulf. During the twentieth century, such pacts preserved an archaic politi¬ 
cal alignment in that area long after other Middle Eastern states had cast off 
monarchical rule and colonial dependency. When the British fixed the bor¬ 
ders of their Iraqi mandate in 1921, its leaders complained that Kuwait’s ex¬ 
cision left Iraq with almost no access to the Gulf. Once Iraq gained its 
independence in 1932, it called for border adjustments. When British 
forces withdrew from Kuwait in 1961, Abd al-Karim Qasim tried to replace 
them with Iraqis, but the other Arab states and Britain sent in troops to 
stop Iraq’s leader from annexing the emirate. Baghdad argued intermit¬ 
tently that Kuwait was legally Iraqi territory and that it had never formally 
ratified its recognition of Kuwaiti independence. 

During its eight-year war with Iran, however, Iraq needed loans more 
than land and borrowed more than $15 billion from Kuwait—a sum it 
would not and could not repay after the war. Kuwait had islands, as yet un¬ 
developed, that could have served as loading and shipping facilities for 
Iraq’s petroleum exports. Both Iraq and Iran needed more oil income after 
1988 to rebuild their war-torn economies. Raising revenues would require 
either greater production or higher export prices, and Kuwait’s aggressive 
oil sales (at cut-rate prices) helped neither Baghdad nor Tehran. 

Kuwait’s legendary wealth, derived wholly from selling oil discovered 
and developed by foreigners, served mainly to enrich the Sabah dynasty 
and a few Kuwaitis who could prove that their families had long lived in 
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the emirate, not the flood of poor immigrants from other Arab states or 
from lands as far away as Bangladesh and the Philippines. These guest 
workers, however valued they might have been for their brawn, brains, 
and labor, did not enjoy the rights of Kuwaitis. Seldom could foreigners 
get Kuwaiti citizenship, even if they had worked in the country for forty 
years; nor could their children, even if they had lived there all their lives. 
By what special merit did a few Kuwaitis amass such fortunes, while most 
other Arabs remained poor? 

Kuwaitis reply that in the eighteenth century their bedouin ancestors 
settled in a sheltered inlet near the northwestern end of the Gulf and set 
up a small fort (Arabic: kuwayt) there. In 1756 the settlers chose a member 
of the Sabah family to manage their affairs. Although many Kuwaitis re¬ 
mained nomadic and national borders were fixed only in the twentieth 
century, they were not just “tribes with a flag.” Some Kuwaiti settlers took 
up trading, shipbuilding, pearl diving, and fishing. In the late 1930s, an 
Anglo-American firm found oil, but only after 1945 (when Kuwait’s popu¬ 
lation totaled 150,000) did the tiny emirate become an exporter. Petro¬ 
leum output, national wealth, and population skyrocketed after that. 

Kuwaitis have shrewdly used their oil revenues to build a modern infra¬ 
structure, educate their youth, invest money (estimated at $100 billion) 
abroad, set aside funds for a future when oil wells may dry up, and support 
less opulent but more populated Arab states that might protect them 
against aggression. Because a quarter of Kuwait’s inhabitants were Pales¬ 
tinians, the regime gave both economic and political support to the PLO 
and related Arab causes. Far from depending on the West, Kuwait was the 
first small Gulf state to establish diplomatic ties with communist countries. 
And it was the only Gulf state that had a popularly elected parliament, al¬ 
though the amir dissolved it twice and suffrage was limited to males who 
could prove they descended from pre-1920 inhabitants. Did Kuwait deserve 
to be attacked for not raising its oil prices or for not curtailing production 
to assist Iraq’s redevelopment after 1988? Was it wrong to expect Iraq to pay 
back its loans? 


Iraq s Annexation of Kuwait 

The Iraqi army invaded and occupied Kuwait shortly after midnight on 2 
August 1990. The Kuwaiti amir, Shaykh Jabir Al Ahmad Al Sabah, some of 
his relatives and high officials, and many of his subjects fled to neighbor¬ 
ing Saudi Arabia. From there they called on the international community, 
mainly the US, to help them win back their country. Iraqi President Sad- 
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dam Husayn had accused Kuwait of pumping his country’s share of oil 
from their jointly owned Rumaylah oil field and of plotting to impoverish 
Iraq by overproducing oil in order to drive down its price on the world 
market. Efforts in late July by Egyptian President Husni Mubarak and 
Saudi King Fahd to mediate between Iraq and Kuwait did not satisfy the 
Iraqi leader. Foreign intelligence sources knew that Iraqi forces were mass¬ 
ing near Kuwait’s border, but few expected Saddam to order an invasion. 
However much they quarrel, Arab states seldom invade one another. 

Iraq’s invasion and subsequent annexation of Kuwait ignited a diplo¬ 
matic crisis. The other Arab states reacted slowly; an emergency Arab sum¬ 
mit was called but then canceled. Did Arab leaders ignore the obvious 
danger? If Iraq could get away with invading a fellow Arab country, what 
was to stop other strong states from seizing their most vulnerable neigh¬ 
bors? By contrast, the US government, emboldened by communism’s re¬ 
treat in Europe and by Soviet President Mikhail Gorbachev’s tacit support, 
rushed to fill the vacuum. It promptly condemned the invasion and froze 
all Iraqi and Kuwaiti assets in the US. After winning the consent of the 
Saudi government, George Bush’s administration began airlifting troops 
and supplies into the desert kingdom, which had formerly barred foreign 
troops from Saudi territory—or had kept their presence as inconspicuous 
as possible. By the end of October 1990, more than 200,000 American men 
and women in uniform were encamped at undisclosed locations around 
northeastern Saudi Arabia. In the following month, Bush would double the 
size of that force, adding offensive units to the mainly defensive ones he 
had already sent, a step that we now see as Washington’s commitment to 
driving the Iraqi forces from Kuwait. Many other countries, including 
Egypt and Syria, sent troops to join in an “allied coalition” with the US 
forces in what was officially termed Operation Desert Shield. 

The UN Security Council passed a series of resolutions calling on Iraq 
to withdraw unconditionally from Kuwait and on other member states to 
impose economic sanctions against Iraq until it did so. Except for small 
amounts of food and medicine, Iraq could not import any goods from 
abroad, nor could it export any oil to earn the money needed to rebuild its 
war-torn economy. As the sanctions tightened and Saddam did not flinch, 
President Bush and British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher threatened 
military action against Iraq. The US and its allies rebuffed mediation at¬ 
tempts by King Husayn of Jordan and other leaders, calling on Iraq to 
obey the Security Council resolutions immediately and unconditionally. 
For Saddam and his supporters, these demands were a direct challenge; 
they refused to pull out. 
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Instead, Iraqis looted Kuwaiti homes and despoiled schools, libraries, 
and businesses. Saddams regime detained thousands of foreign nationals 
caught in Kuwait by the invasion, bused them to Baghdad, and housed 
some in Iraqi factories or military bases as “human shields” against foreign 
attacks. Baghdad ordered foreign embassies to leave Kuwait, proclaimed 
it Iraq’s nineteenth province, and tried to efface all evidence of Kuwait’s 
existence as a separate state. Any resistance by the local inhabitants was 
suppressed. Thousands of Kuwaitis left their homes and fled to other Arab 
countries. 

Sadder yet was the plight of foreign workers in Kuwait and, to a lesser 
degree, in Iraq itself. Stripped of all the goods and money that they had ac¬ 
quired, Egyptians, Yemenis, Pakistanis, Indians, Sri Lankans, and Filipinos 
straggled across the desert to Jordan, where they filled squalid, makeshift 
refugee camps until their countries could airlift them safely home. Most 
were young men and women who had come from poor households to 
Kuwait or Iraq to make money to send to their families. Now they had lost 
everything, they and their dependents faced bleak employment prospects 
back home, and their countries would miss the hard-currency income 
once generated by their remittances. 

Soaring oil prices, rising unemployment, and dislocations caused by the 
anti-Iraq sanctions worsened the already reeling economies of the Middle 
East and the West. How could governments wishing to send troops and 
supplies to assist Operation Desert Shield find the funds to pay for them? 
Germany and other European countries, as well as Japan, Saudi Arabia, and 
Kuwait’s government-in-exile, pledged billions of dollars. With so many 
countries providing troops, tanks, planes, and money to the buildup, who 
would make the military decisions? How long would the allied coalition re¬ 
main united? 

Although the near unanimity of the United Nations against Iraq’s inva¬ 
sion of Kuwait raised hopes that other international disputes might soon 
be addressed and possibly resolved by the world body, diplomacy might 
not settle the first issue, let alone others that might be linked with it. Sad¬ 
dam cleverly offered to evacuate Kuwait only if all other foreign armies 
would withdraw from Middle East lands they were occupying, a direct dig 
at Israel and Syria. People feared a prolonged war, marked by aerial bomb¬ 
ing of cities and public works, burning oil wells and refineries, missile at¬ 
tacks, poison gas, and even germ warfare. During the fall of 1990, tensions 
rose in other conflicts, including the one between Israel and the Palestini¬ 
ans. Would Muslim peoples back the regimes that seemed united in con¬ 
demning Iraq’s actions? 
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The Crisis of Arab Legitimacy 

To many Arabs (and some non-Arab Muslims), Saddam was a folk hero 
who defied the West and made everyone reexamine the rules by which 
Middle East politics were conducted. He captured the hearts of the 
mostaz y afan. Most Palestinians, embittered by Western neglect, Israeli op¬ 
pression, and abuse from other Arabs, admired him. Pro-Saddam demon¬ 
strations spread in Jordan and in Israel’s occupied territories, as well as in 
more remote lands, such as Tunisia, Libya, and Yemen. In countries whose 
regimes opposed Iraq lest it come to dominate the Arab world, notably 
Syria and Egypt, some people hailed Saddam in outbursts that were 
promptly suppressed. However, some Arabs who had suffered indignities 
from the Iraqi army and had lost their livelihoods and remittances also 
demonstrated against Saddam. 

Iraq’s political system, the way in which power was allocated and deci¬ 
sions were made, was highly dictatorial. The state controlled Iraq’s major in¬ 
dustries, all educational institutions, and the information media. Huge 
portraits of Saddam Husayn adorned street corners and public buildings. 
No one could speak out against his policies. Summary executions, torture, 
and long jail terms without trial were common. Most of the military officers 
and civil officials who had belonged to his Ba’th Party faction when it seized 
power in 1968 or who had helped him to become president in 1979 were 
later purged, exiled, or pensioned off. Saddam surrounded himself with a 
clique of relatives and friends from his hometown, Takrit. His army, includ¬ 
ing the Republican Guard, “popular forces,” and reservists, numbered more 
than a million and was the largest and best equipped in the Arab world. 
France, Germany, the USSR, and even the US had sold Iraq weapons during 
its war against Iran. Iraq’s use of poison gas against Iranians and even Iraqi 
Kurds during that war enhanced its army’s reputation for cruelty. 

How did Iraqi soldiers, or the families of their fallen comrades, feel 
when Saddam announced in August 1990 (hoping to get Iran to defy the 
UN sanctions) that Iraq was ready to reinstate the 1975 agreement, thus 
allowing Iran to share with Iraq control over the Shatt al-Arab and return¬ 
ing other lands Iraq had taken during eight years of war against Iran. And 
how could Saddam offer to give Iraqi oil to those Third World countries 
suffering from price hikes caused by the invasion, when he had just com¬ 
plained that Kuwait was depressing oil prices that Iraq wanted to raise? 
Clearly, Iraq’s protean interests, which Saddam equated with his own, dic¬ 
tated these drastic policy lurches. 

But what did the crisis tell us about Iraq’s Arab rivals? Governments 
such as Syria and Egypt joined the allied coalition to punish Iraq, ignoring 
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their peoples opposition to Saudi and US policies. Other governments, 
such as Jordan and Yemen, backed Saddam because of their economic ties 
with Iraq, at the risk of offending their other neighbors. Almost every 
Arab regime feels insecure about its own legitimacy. In a crisis, most will 
resort to some form of coercion to ensure their citizens’ obedience. With¬ 
out a system of collective security, all are vulnerable to invasion. If wealthy 
Saudi Arabia needed Operation Desert Shield for defense against invasion 
(though Iraq never threatened to occupy the Saudi kingdom), how was its 
government viewed by its own subjects, who had no constitutional means 
of supporting or opposing its policies? What had the Saudis done with the 
costly arms it had already bought from the US and Britain? Until August 
1990 the Saudi government could protect its own subjects and also main¬ 
tain its legitimacy by guarding the holy cities of Mecca and Medina. By 
January 1991 the whole country was guarded by a half-million foreign 
troops—most of them not even Muslim. Iraq had no foreign troops on 
its soil. 


Operation Desert Storm 

Saddam’s rejection of the twelve Security Council resolutions demanding 
his unconditional withdrawal from Kuwait, combined with Bush’s refusal 
to compromise with Iraq, led to the outbreak of war on 17 January 1991. 
Operation Desert Storm, as the allied coalition renamed its campaign, be¬ 
gan with massive aerial bombardments of Iraq’s military facilities, and 
many civilian targets as well. After an initially weak response, Iraq 
launched Scud missile attacks on Israel (which was not part of the allied 
coalition), hoping to draw Jerusalem into the war. Saddam hoped that, if 
Israel retaliated against Iraq, the armies of Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and Syria 
would desert the alliance. Under heavy US pressure not to retaliate, Israel 
complied but reserved the right to strike back at some future date, lest the 
Palestinians and other Arabs assume that Jerusalem was weak and had to 
hide behind a battery of Patriot missiles hastily set up by the Americans. 
Iraqi Scud attacks went on throughout the war, hitting Saudi Arabia as 
well as Israel, but they had no strategic value. 

Some of Iraq’s other ripostes to the allied air strikes, which soon num¬ 
bered in the thousands, were more damaging. Saddam ordered the 
Kuwaiti oil taps opened, spilling millions of gallons of crude petroleum 
into the Gulf, threatening beaches, wildlife, and even water desalination 
plants, as well as deterring an amphibious assault on Kuwait City. Allied 
pilots whom Iraq had shot down and captured were tortured and made to 
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confess their “crimes” against the Iraqi people on state television. Many 
Kuwaitis were kidnapped and taken to Iraq to serve as human shields 
against allied attacks. As they retreated, Iraq’s troops set Kuwait’s oil fields 
on fire. Later, Saddam tried diplomacy to enhance Iraq’s position by send¬ 
ing his foreign minister, Tariq Aziz, to Moscow to enlist Soviet aid to stop 
the war. Iraq and the USSR offered several proposals for Kuwait’s evacua¬ 
tion, hoping to forestall an invasion. But Bush and his coalition partners 
ignored the deals and ordered Iraq to obey all Security Council resolu¬ 
tions. When it rejected their demands, the coalition began a ground offen¬ 
sive that within 100 hours had driven Iraqi troops out of Kuwait. The guns 
fell silent on 27 February 1991. 

The Bush administration and the US seemed to have won a great vic¬ 
tory in a surprisingly short time. Unlike the wars in Korea and Vietnam, 
the Gulf War was backed by most Americans. People hoped at the time 
that the US government would bring all the Middle Eastern countries to¬ 
gether to settle their political differences. To a degree, it did. People feared 
at the time that fighting would continue in Iraq. It certainly did. When 
coalition forces occupied parts of southern Iraq, the local Shi’is rose up in 
rebellion against the Baghdad regime, as did the Kurds farther north. Even 
though the coalition leaders had encouraged these uprisings, they gave no 
military help either to the Shi’is, who might have formed an Islamic re¬ 
public in southern Iraq, or to the Kurds, whose formation of an au¬ 
tonomous Kurdistan might have led to similar demands by Kurds in 
Turkey. It did not overthrow Saddam, who deflected all attempts, military 
or civilian, to oust him. 

Instead, the coalition tried to enforce the destruction of Iraq’s nuclear, 
biological, and chemical weapons, maintaining for almost thirteen years 
the UN sanctions that would impoverish the Iraqi people without ever 
harming their leaders. Saddam believed that he won the war, for he stayed 
in power, whereas Bush was voted out of office in November 1992. Iraq 
was able to rebuild its army and the Republican Guard, menacing Kuwait 
again in 1993 and 1994 and defying UN weapons inspection teams in 1997 
and 1998. Meanwhile, more than a million Iraqis died due to the sanc¬ 
tions. After years of resistance, Saddam consented to a UN deal that al¬ 
lowed him to sell $2 billion worth (soon raised to $5 billion and then to an 
unlimited amount) of Iraqi oil every six months in exchange for imported 
food, medicine, and other necessities, starting in 1997 (much of the 
money was skimmed off by Saddam and his henchmen). Even though the 
UN inspectors eventually got access to most of Iraq’s military installations 
and presidential palaces, they were ordered by Washington to leave in 
1998, just before an Anglo-American bombing campaign that hurt mainly 
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civilian Iraqis. The embargo on Iraq was increasingly resented in the Mid¬ 
dle East. By 2001, most Arab states, Turkey, and Iran were trading with 
Iraq as though the sanctions had been lifted. No outsider ever found 
stockpiles of biological, chemical, or nuclear weapons in Iraq, and from 
1998 to 2002 the UN inspectors could not even enter the country. 

Kuwait promptly extinguished its burning oil fields and rebuilt its econ¬ 
omy. It held parliamentary elections in 1992, although it still did not let 
women vote or extend citizenship rights to foreign workers. Most Palestini¬ 
ans who had built up its economy were exiled (without their property) and 
not readmitted. Their jobs were taken by Egyptians and other nationals. 


Palestinians and the Peace Process 

In the 1990s, what we have been calling the “Arab-Israeli conflict” became 
the “Palestinian-Israeli conflictIsraels backers used to blame the prob¬ 
lem on the refusal of the Arab states to recognize the Jewish state. Well, 
Egypt recognized Israel in 1979. Jordan did so in 1994. The Palestinians, 
however, remained victims of the conflict. Was this because certain Arab 
governments, such as Lebanon, refused to absorb them? Other Arab states, 
like Jordan, granted the Palestinians citizenship and employment. Before 
the Gulf War many Palestinians found high-paying jobs in countries like 
Kuwait. Some Palestinians under Israeli control did thrive, but most suf¬ 
fered from military occupation, annexation of their lands, and discrimina¬ 
tion. In neither case were the Palestinian people really absorbed, politically 
or economically. What has happened, and why? 


The First Intifada 

The story began in December 1987 with a small uprising of Gaza children 
and teenagers against Israel’s occupying army. It soon spread throughout 
the occupied areas, adding an Arabic word to the world’s stock of terms 
for “rebellion.” The Palestinians under Israeli occupation became more co¬ 
ordinated in their opposition and more effective in refuting Israel’s claim 
that most of them were happy and prosperous under its rule. The youthful 
stonings and tire burnings that launched their intifada (which literally 
means “shaking off”) made everyone see their distress, but their strongest 
ploy was to boycott Israeli manufactures, such as soap, cigarettes, and fab¬ 
rics. Some Palestinians who used to go to Israel to work for higher wages 
than they could earn in the Gaza Strip or the West Bank stayed home. One 
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village refused to pay taxes to Israel’s authorities. The intifada began spon¬ 
taneously as a homegrown protest movement, for the Palestine Liberation 
Organization had been in Tunis since 1983. Some of the local leaders, dis¬ 
illusioned with the secularist PLO, founded a Muslim resistance move¬ 
ment, patterned on Hizballah, called Hamas (meaning “Courage” or 
“Movement of Islamic Resistance”). It has since been proved that Israel 
covertly aided its emergence as a rival to the PLO. 

Why did the uprising break out in December 1987? If the Palestinian 
Arabs had chafed under Israeli military occupation since 1967, why did it 
take twenty years for them to try to shake it off? Actually, there had always 
been resistance, both overt and covert, in the West Bank and Gaza Strip. 
Israel had benefited materially from its twenty-year rule, using the Pales¬ 
tinians as a cheap labor pool and a market for Israeli manufactures. Some 
Palestinians prospered from entering the Israeli economy, but they saw 
more and more Jewish settlers occupying their land and using their scarce 
water resources. There was much tension and little integration in their rela¬ 
tionship. No one could be sure whether Israel’s gradual absorption of the 
occupied territories would be reversed by an exchange of land for peace, 
probably with Jordan and under US sponsorship, or brought to its logical 
conclusion by outright annexation and possibly, as some Israeli extremists 
proposed, by forced expulsion of all Palestinians. Many observers saw signs 
of rising Palestinian unrest due to the policies of the Israeli occupying au¬ 
thorities and the vigilante actions of the well-armed Jewish settlers. 

One key event shortly before the intifada was the summit meeting held 
in Amman in November 1987, when the Arab heads of state paid lip service 
to the Palestinian cause but permitted one another to resume diplomatic 
ties with Egypt, which had been isolated from most other Arab govern¬ 
ments since 1979 for its separate peace with Israel. Soon Saudi, Kuwaiti, 
and even Iraqi ambassadors were back in Cairo. In 1989 Egypt would even 
be readmitted into the Arab League. The unspoken message to the Pales¬ 
tinians was that the Arab states were not going to punish Egypt any longer 
and that the PLO should stop seeking their diplomatic and military sup¬ 
port. The Palestinians began fighting for their own freedom, gaining 
respect from other Arabs, though more than a thousand were killed by the 
Israeli army or, indeed, at the hands of other Palestinians, whereas few 
Israelis died or even admitted to any hardship as a result of the intifada. 

The PLO viewed this uprising as a means to achieve foreign recognition 
and international legitimacy. King Husayn validated the rebellion by re¬ 
nouncing Jordan’s claims to the West Bank in July 1988, leaving the PLO 
responsible for ensuring that local officials got paid. In November of that 
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year, the Palestine National Council voted to declare an independent “State 
of Palestine,” which soon won diplomatic recognition from a hundred 
other countries. Chairman Yasir Arafat publicly denounced terrorism and 
offered to recognize Israel, to the dismay of some Palestinian revolutionar¬ 
ies, in order to open negotiations with Washington. The Israelis vehemently 
rejected any idea that the PLO might be treated as a government-in-exile, 
let alone as a suitable negotiating partner, but many other people and coun¬ 
tries argued that the only way to resolve the Arab-Israeli conflict was 
through a “two-state solution” with a Jewish Israel and an Arab Palestine. 
Many Palestinians likewise opposed efforts to make peace with Israel; their 
violent acts soon derailed any rapprochement between the Bush adminis¬ 
tration and the PLO. The uprising continued, as Hamas coordinated attacks 
in Gaza and later on the West Bank. As Hamas acquired firearms and resis¬ 
ted the Israelis, violence intensified throughout the occupied territories. 


The End of Lebanon s Civil War 

After the West had pulled out its troops in 1984, the government almost 
closed down in Beirut. No police remained to stop the abduction of US, 
European, and indeed Saudi and even Iranian hostages by the various mili¬ 
tias. Partitioned, de facto, since 1976, Lebanon saw less fighting between 
Muslims and Christians than before 1984, but more within each religious 
or political grouping. As soon as one faction seemed ready to take charge 
and restore order, it would split into two or more competing splinter 
groups. The Shi’i Muslims fought the Palestinians in 1985; by 1988 they 
were fighting among themselves, with the somewhat secular and Syrian- 
backed Amal pitted against the militantly Islamic Hizballah, supported by 
Iran. Only diplomatic intervention by these two outside sponsors ended 
the intra-Shi’i quarrel. Meanwhile, the Maronites, who had lost their plu¬ 
rality of Lebanon’s population to the Shi’i Muslims by 1980, could not 
agree on a leader. When Amin Jumayyil’s presidential term drew to a close 
in the summer of 1988, the parliament could not meet in Beirut to elect his 
successor because the militias prevented many members from attending. 
The presence of 40,000 Syrian troops enabled Damascus to determine 
Lebanon’s next president, but the loudest voice for the Maronites was Iraqi- 
backed General Michel Awn, who demanded that all Syrians leave Lebanon 
and even moved into the presidential palace, opposing a pro-Syrian care¬ 
taker government under Sunni Prime Minister Salim al-Hoss. 

In October 1989, after a year-long impasse, the Saudi government invited 
all surviving members of Lebanon’s parliament (no popular election of 
deputies had taken place since 1972) to Taif to choose a new president. The 
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man whom they elected, a moderate Christian acceptable to Syria, was as¬ 
sassinated after only seventeen days in power, but the parliament bravely 
met again to elect a replacement, Ilyas Harawi. The Awn and Harawi Ma- 
ronite factions fought each other as bitterly in 1990 as the Shi’i groups had 
among themselves in 1988. Only when Iraq became embroiled in occupy¬ 
ing Kuwait did it withdraw its support from Awn. He was soon defeated by 
Harawi s forces, backed by Syria, whose troops remained in Lebanon until 
2005, while the people slowly rebuilt their country. Lebanon and Syria 
signed a pact in May 1991, giving Damascus substantial control over Leb¬ 
anon’s foreign and military affairs. The 1989 Taif Accords proposed a divi¬ 
sion of power among Lebanon’s sects, factions, and militias that matched 
(better than before) their actual shares of the country’s population. With 
Lebanon finally at peace, Beirut and most of the countryside returned to 
normal. Israel’s troops, which had pulled back in 1985 to a “security zone” 
on the Lebanese side of its northern border, withdrew completely in 2000. 
Hizballah’s resistance had triumphed. 


The Peace Process in Arab-Israeli Relations 

The Gulf War changed Israel’s relationship with its Arab neighbors and 
with the Palestinians. For one thing, the USSR altered its Middle East pol¬ 
icy. Gorbachev’s government did not oppose the US-led coalition. It al¬ 
lowed its Jewish citizens to emigrate and resumed diplomatic relations with 
Israel, resulting in the influx of almost a million Soviet Jews. It stopped 
arming Syria and other Arab confrontation states against Israel and Egypt. 
It aided US efforts to convene a general peace conference. Then it dissolved 
as a union at the end of 1991, leaving the US as the sole superpower that 
could act independently in the Middle East. If Israel’s government could 
trust Washington to uphold its essential interests, it could be persuaded to 
enter peace talks with Syria, Saudi Arabia, and Jordan (with an attached 
delegation of Palestinians, of whom none were publicly tied to the PLO). 
The oil-exporting Arab governments realized that their security depended 
on good relations with Washington and on averting any future threat to 
their security—a threat more apt to come from Iraq or Iran than from Is¬ 
rael. Syria was willing to enter peace talks if it stood a chance to regain the 
Golan Heights taken by Israel in the 1967 war. Besides, the loss of its Soviet 
sponsor left Syria with few real alternatives. For Jordan and the PLO, their 
public support of Iraq’s policies had hurt their credibility among the oil¬ 
exporting regimes that had formerly backed them financially and diplo¬ 
matically. Both had suffered losses from the Gulf War. Long willing to enter 
reasonable talks with Israel, they confirmed their readiness to negotiate. 



410 ♦ 


20 The Gulf War and the Peace Process 


After eight trips to the Middle East, US Secretary of State James Baker 
managed to set up a general conference that opened in Madrid in October 
1991. The mere fact that Arab delegates were meeting in the same room 
with Israeli representatives marked a step toward peace, though hard¬ 
liners on both sides ensured that the Madrid Conference produced no 
breakthroughs. Multilateral talks on various issues concerning the Middle 
East as a whole, such as water rights, refugees, economic development, and 
arms control, went on during the following years in various locations, 
making marginal progress but getting little publicity. Bilateral parleys met, 
faltered, and resumed during 1992 and 1993, as first Israel and then the US 
elected new and more liberal governments. But most of the news was bad. 
Violent resistance to Israel’s occupation was carried out by Hizballah in 
Lebanon and Hamas in the West Bank and Gaza. Terrorist acts against 
Egypt’s political leaders, Copts, and foreign tourists asserted the growing 
power of extreme elements like the Islamic Group. Terrorism even spread 
to the US, as a group of expatriate Egyptians was discovered planting 
bombs that blew up part of New York’s World Trade Center in February 
1993. An exiled Saudi millionaire, Osama Bin Laden, set up terrorist cells 
in the Sudan and then in Afghanistan. He is widely suspected of having in¬ 
spired the 1993 World Trade Center bombing and attacks on the US em¬ 
bassies in Kenya and Tanzania in August 1998. Retaliatory bombing raids 
on Bin Laden’s suspected base in Afghanistan and on a pharmaceutical 
factory in Khartum (which turned out to have no ties to Bin Laden) did 
nothing to blunt his appeals to extremism. 

Let us take the story back to 1993. Israel continued to bomb Lebanese 
villages (leaving a half-million villagers homeless), to expand its West 
Bank settlements (illegal under the Geneva Convention, which Israel had 
signed), and also to wound or kill Palestinian demonstrators. It could also 
subject them to preventive detention and torture, blow up houses, draw 
down their water, and impose curfews on the Gaza Strip and West Bank. 
Hopes for peace seemed to be receding again. 


The Oslo I Accord 

Greater progress was made away from public notice, though, under the 
auspices of Norway’s foreign minister and his wife, as secret talks were held 
between representatives of the PLO and of Israel’s new government, despite 
their protestations to the contrary. After the news leaked out in August 
1993, Oslo agreed to turn over its mediating role to Washington. On 13 
September, the foreign ministers of Israel, the PLO, and the US met for a 
public ceremony, held on the White House lawn, to sign a formal Declara- 
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tion of Principles, also called the Oslo I Accord. The ceremony included 
brief speeches by US President Bill Clinton, Israeli Premier Yitzhak Rabin, 
and PLO Chairman Yasir Arafat and concluded with a handshake between 
the veteran Israeli and Palestinian leaders, symbolically ending their long 
enmity. Under the declaration, Israel was to withdraw its forces from the 
Gaza Strip and lericho within three months, enabling the PLO to set up a 
“self-governing authority” as a first step toward full autonomy for the occu¬ 
pied territories other than East Jerusalem (whose status would be discussed 
later). The Palestinians would be permitted to hold free elections for a na¬ 
tional assembly (whose size and powers were unspecified), once Israeli 
troops could be withdrawn from their main population centers. Jewish set¬ 
tlements in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip would remain under Israeli 
protection. Neither the Palestinians’ demand for full autonomy nor the Is¬ 
raelis’ security needs were fully met by the Declaration of Principles. But 
neither Arafat nor Rabin would benefit by abandoning the peace process. 

The ensuing negotiations between Israel and the PLO did not validate 
Oslo I. The declaration left major issues unsettled, and both sides tended to 
play to their backers. Israel did pull its troops out of those parts of Gaza and 
Jericho not settled by Jews, allowing Arafat to return and to start building 
political institutions. At the same time, though, it expanded its existing Jew¬ 
ish settlements, violating the spirit of Oslo I. A Palestinian police force, re¬ 
cruited and trained mainly in Egypt, was charged with maintaining order 
but gradually became a militia fighting against Israelis. Foreign govern¬ 
ments withheld much of the $2 billion they had pledged to support the 
PLO’s “self-governing authority” (which gradually came to be seen as a 
state) and to rebuild the Palestinian economy because Arafat wanted full 
control of the money with no public accountability. His administration, 
hamstrung by rival authorities and security agencies, was also defied by 
Hamas. Palestinian police shot and killed a dozen Hamas demonstrators in 
the main mosque of Gaza, and one of its members was implicated in the 
murder of an Israeli civilian. Economic conditions in Gaza, far from im¬ 
proving, worsened. Conditions in the occupied lands not under the Pales¬ 
tine Authority also grew tense. For instance, an armed Jewish settler entered 
the mosque at the Tomb of the Patriarchs in Hebron and killed or maimed 
more than thirty Muslim worshipers before he was overpowered and killed. 
Distrust on all sides intensified. 


Gains and Losses in the Peace Process 

Even though the Declaration of Principles brought no peace or prosperity 
to the Palestinians, it did open the door to political deals with Israel by 
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Yasir Arafat 


S ources disagree on where Yasir Arafat (1929-2004) was born. Some say 
Jerusalem; others claim Cairo. His family was definitely Palestinian and, by 
the time he was four, was living in Jerusalem. When he was eight, the family 
relocated to Cairo. Arafat was educated mainly in Egypt, eventually attending 
Cairo University. There he became politically active and by 1946 was smug¬ 
gling weapons from Egypt into Palestine. 

Because of his political activities, which often distracted him from his stud¬ 
ies, it was only in 1956 that Arafat graduated with a degree in civil engineering. 
After serving in the Egyptian army during the 1956 Suez War, he left for 
Kuwait, where he founded Fatah in 1959. Arafat was convinced that Palestini¬ 
ans must fight to liberate their homeland and not wait for the Arab states to do 
it for them. By 1965 Fatah was carrying out military operations within Israel. 

While the Israelis have always called those who resist them “terrorists,” the 
Palestinians came to view Arafat and his companions as heroes. Their efforts 
inspired the formation of other resistance movements, which Arafat managed 
to unite within an umbrella organization, the Palestine Liberation Organiza¬ 
tion (PLO). 

Yasir Arafat proved to be one of history’s survivors. Even though his PLO 
fighters were not strong enough to defeat Israel, nor were the Arab states, which 
found their presence dangerous and embarrassing, Arafat kept the fidaiyin to¬ 
gether and operating at a level that demanded the world’s attention. He argued 
always that “all options are open, including the armed struggle if necessary.” 
Arafat strove to make sure that the violence and “terror” of Fatah and the other 
resistance groups matched Israel’s violence and destruction against Palestinian 
society as a whole. Nonetheless, because the Zionists have controlled how the 
story of this struggle was told, Arafat and the Palestinians have been consistently 
misrepresented and their actions rendered without any meaningful context. 

This situation obscured his positive achievements and prevented any proper 
response, particularly by the US government, to his initiatives. For instance, in 
1988 Arafat convinced the PLO to accept UN Resolution 242, recognizing 
Israel’s right to exist within its 1967 borders, and renounced “terrorism.” In 
1991 he supported convening the Madrid Conference, and in 1993 he accepted 
the Oslo Accords and shook hands with Israeli Premier Yitzhak Rabin on the 
White House lawn. Despite all this, he was constantly called the man who 
“failed to grasp peace.” 

In January 1996, in the only free and fair election ever held in Palestine, 
Arafat was chosen president by an overwhelming 87 percent majority. Though 
he later proved an inadequate administrator of an occupied territory under al¬ 
most constant attack from Israel, most Palestinians loved and respected Arafat, 
even as they became increasingly critical of his authoritarian presidential style. 
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other Arab countries. Jordans King Husayn had long talked secretly with 
Israel about peace, but now he and his government worked openly to end 
their state of war. In October 1994 Clinton, Husayn, and Rabin met at 
the desert border between southern Israel and Jordan to sign a formal 
Jordanian-Israeli peace treaty. Tunisia and Morocco formed consular ties 
with Israel, and several of the small Gulf states hastened to make business 
deals with the Jewish state. Starting in 1994 most Middle Eastern countries 
attended an annual economic development conference, though Arab gov¬ 
ernments critical of Israels policies boycotted the 1997 meeting at Doha. 
The US continued to hope that Syria’s government would sign a peace treaty 
with Israel in exchange for a phased withdrawal of Israeli troops from the 
Golan Heights, but even a personal visit by Clinton to Asad in 1994 did not 
bridge the chasm between Damascus and Jerusalem. The Arab states met in 
that year to coordinate their diplomatic strategies, for they had become as 
disunited in making peace as in waging war. 

In September 1995 Israel and the Palestinians signed another agreement 
(often called Oslo II), containing an intricate plan for Israel’s gradual with¬ 
drawal from the West Bank (but not any part of Jerusalem). Oslo II set up 
three West Bank zones. Zone A comprised eight West Bank cities, including 
Jericho, which was already Arab-controlled. Palestinian authorities would 
become responsible for its internal security and public order, except for 
parts of Hebron containing Jewish settlers. Zone B consisted of other West 
Bank towns and villages, where Palestinian police would eventually main¬ 
tain order but Israel retained overriding authority for security. Zone C in¬ 
cluded Jewish settlements, unpopulated areas, and lands Israel viewed as 
strategic. Israel retained full security authority for Zone C, pending “final 
status” talks. The redeployment of Israeli troops was to occur at six-month 
intervals. Israel and the Palestinians were to form joint patrols, and Israel 
would build bypass roads for its settlers. The Palestinians were empowered 
to elect a president and an eighty-two-member council. Jerusalem’s Arab 
inhabitants could not run but could cast absentee ballots in the elections, 
which were held in January 1996. 

Israeli and Palestinian extremists combined to derail the peace process. 
Prime Minister Rabin was killed by a Jewish fundamentalist just after ad¬ 
dressing a peace rally in November 1995. His successor, Shim’on Peres, did 
not enjoy as much popular support, as the May 1996 general elections 
showed. Due in part to two suicide-bombing attacks by Hamas, the Israeli 
electorate voted by a narrow margin to replace Peres and his Labor govern¬ 
ment with the Likud leader, Benjamin Netanyahu. The Likud had opposed 
peace talks with the PLO (and indeed the permanent-status talks were 
suspended) but promised to fulfill Israel’s commitments under the Oslo 
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Accords. Netanyahu even agreed to withdraw Israeli troops from most of 
Hebron in January 1997. But Israel put off giving back the other West Bank 
areas because of new anti-Israel bombings that Netanyahu blamed on 
Arafat. Despite the opposition of many members of Netanyahu’s cabinet, 
Clinton and his new secretary of state, Madeleine Albright, tried time and 
again to get him to give up occupied lands and Arafat to stop acts of terror¬ 
ism. Arafat could not do this after Israel had attacked the PLO security in¬ 
frastructure in the occupied territories, making it harder to curb Hamas, a 
point not understood by Washington. The Palestinians grew ever more 
frustrated at a peace process that gave them no hope for freedom or even 
employment. They also resented Israel’s policy of creating new Jewish set¬ 
tlements, symbolized by its building houses in Har Homa (Jabal Abu Ghu- 
naym), a part of Jerusalem that Israel had annexed in 1967. 

Under the 1993 Declaration of Principles, a five-year transition period 
was to lead to final status talks, which were to occur in 1998, about such 
contentious issues as (1) the future of Jerusalem (which the Palestinians, 
like the Israelis, claim as their capital), (2) the right of dispersed Palestinians 
to return to their homes or to receive compensation from Israel, (3) the fu¬ 
ture of Jewish settlements in territories conceded to the Palestinians, (4) the 
configuration of final borders between Israel and the projected Palestinian 
state, and (5) the status of the Palestinian Authority. Israeli bullying and 
Palestinian terrorism combined to derail the final status talks. 

Israel held general elections in May 1999. Labor made gains at the 
Likud’s expense and managed to form a coalition cabinet that included 
several splinter parties and enjoyed the tacit support of Israeli Arabs. In 
the first separate election ever held for the position of prime minister, 
Ehud Barak handily defeated Netanyahu. Clinton hoped that Barak could 
make peace with both the Palestinian Authority and with Syria. Neither 
peace was concluded. Syria’s Hafiz al-Asad (who died in 2000 and was re¬ 
placed by his son, Bashar) would not parley with Israel without its prior 
commitment to return all the occupied Golan Heights to his country. 
Palestinian and Israeli representatives met at the Erez Crossing between 
Gaza and Israel, in Shepardstown (West Virginia), in an estate on the Wye 
River (Maryland), and finally with Bill Clinton in a three-way summit at 
Camp David. But there were no breakthroughs to peace. Israel would not 
allow the Palestinians to regain the entire West Bank and East Jerusalem, 
nor would it agree to readmit the Palestinian refugees (and their descen¬ 
dants) from the 1948 war. Palestinians promised to curb terrorism, but in 
practice they went on attacking Israelis, and the Israeli army continued to 
punish them in return. 



Palestinians and the Peace Process 


415 


Baraks offers to Arafat at Camp David seemed generous to Israels back¬ 
ers, but in fact they were not, even as modified in later meetings at Taba 
and Sharm al-Shaykh. Israel would have given the Palestinians a truncated 
state that could not control its own borders, water supply, air space, or im¬ 
migration processes. Palestinians would not have been allowed arms to de¬ 
fend themselves against a neighbor that had often attacked them. Had such 
an offer been made to the Israelis, they would never have accepted it. 
Meanwhile, though, Jewish settlers continued to build new settlements and 
increase the size of older ones on the West Bank (at the end of 2000 the 
Jewish settler population in the West Bank and Gaza exceeded 200,000). 
They seized water resources and sometimes land belonging to the Palestini¬ 
ans and crisscrossed the area with new highways. 


The Second Intifada 

On 28 September 2000 General Ariel Sharon made a highly public visit to 
the Muslim shrines atop the Temple Mount, or al-Haram al-Sharif, ac¬ 
companied by more than a thousand soldiers and police. Partly because 
Sharon is viewed by most Arabs as a murderer, his act enraged the Pales¬ 
tinians, who began attacking Jewish settlements with rocks and sometimes 
firearms. The IDF struck back with massive retaliation raids, killing hun¬ 
dreds and maiming thousands of Palestinians, many of whom were inno¬ 
cent bystanders or even young children caught in the line of fire. Under 
the Oslo Accords Israel and the Palestinian Authority could have carried 
out a joint police action. Instead, what took place was an Israeli military 
operation that included blowing up houses, uprooting olive and orange 
trees, shooting demonstrators with live ammunition, and blanketing 
whole villages with tear gas. The Israelis were distressed when fighting 
broke out between Jewish soldiers and Israeli Arab civilians in Nazareth, 
because they had assumed that Israeli Arabs would never rise up against 
them. The Palestinians suffered not only deaths and injuries but also the 
loss of their livelihood, as Israel closed border crossings to Palestinians 
who had been workers in Israel. 

This Palestinian uprising was soon dubbed the Intifada of al-Aqsa (re¬ 
ferring to the large mosque on the Temple Mount). It won the support of 
nearly all Arabs, who called on their governments to cut diplomatic and 
commercial ties with Israel. Only Egypt and Jordan (whose King Husayn 
had died of cancer and was replaced by his son, Abdallah II) maintained 
formal relations with Israel. The Israelis claimed that their security was at 
risk, and angry debates took place in the Knesset because of what many 
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politicians felt were Barak’s overly generous offers at Camp David. The 
prime minister agreed to end his term early and seek reelection. His chal¬ 
lenger proved not to be Netanyahu (who had given up his Knesset seat and 
hence was ineligible to run) but rather Ariel Sharon. Palestinians and 
other Arabs were disillusioned with Barak but viewed Sharon as a war 
criminal for his role in supporting the 1982 Sabra and Shatila massacres 
and in other military actions against Arabs during his long military career. 
During the campaign Sharon claimed to be the one leader who was tough 
enough to bring the Arabs to the peace table. He defeated Barak by a 20 
percent margin. Since the election did not involve the Knesset, though, the 
Labor Party still held its plurality of seats there, and Sharon decided to 
form a broad-based coalition, including Labor politicians such as Shim’on 
Peres, who became his foreign minister. It would be hard for this cabinet 
to devise a unified Israeli policy or to reach a prompt settlement with the 
Palestinian Authority. The latter, still led by Arafat, was almost totally dis¬ 
credited among Palestinians for its corruption and ineptitude. Hizballah 
and Hamas seized the initiative for the Palestinians by sending suicide 
bombers into Israel and shooting Israelis in West Bank and Gaza settle¬ 
ments. Israeli troops repeatedly reoccupied the Gaza Strip, bombarded 
Palestine Authority buildings from the air, and interned many Palestinians 
without trial. 


Whither Islam? 

The popular catchword of the 1990s was “Islam is the solution,” even 
though this fundamentalism has failed to solve problems in Iran and other 
countries where it has been adopted. Muslim groups often deliver welfare 
benefits to masses of newly urbanized Middle Easterners whose needs are 
not well served by governments or older charitable organizations. The re¬ 
vival of some Muslim customs, such as the growing of beards by men and 
the wearing of head-scarves by women, has spread throughout the Islamic 
world. Heightened religious observance may well be a positive develop¬ 
ment in a tense region and era. But the issue is the combination of Islam 
with politics. 

In such countries as Jordan, where public participation in politics is 
now encouraged, Islamist parties have won votes because of bad economic 
conditions, disillusionment with the peace process, and anger at the US. In 
Egypt, where political parties have proliferated but those based on religion 
are banned, opposition to the policies of Husni Mubarak and his Ameri- 
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can backers were expressed by acts of terrorism against government offi¬ 
cials, Copts, foreign tourists, and secularist writers. Islamists won control 
of the professional unions of lawyers, physicians, and engineers in 1992 
elections; later, the Mubarak government established new rules for their 
elections. But Mubarak could not stamp out fundamentalism whenever it 
popped up; a judge tried in 1995 to force a woman to divorce her hus¬ 
band, a Cairo University professor, after he published a scholarly article 
that the magistrate deemed anti-Islamic. The Sudan, impoverished by 
years of civil strife, has an avowedly Islamist government that exports pro¬ 
pagandists to the rest of the Arab world. The growth of violence in the Su¬ 
dan, due in part to a prolonged civil war between its Arab Muslim north 
and its Black animist and Christian south, continued through the 1990s 
and into the new millennium, when it spread to Darfur province, leading 
to widespread destruction, suffering, and a new refugee problem. 

The Islamic revolutionaries who drove the Soviet army out of Afghani¬ 
stan in 1987 formed a network called al-Qa’ida, which trained other ac¬ 
tivists in Muslim countries, including Egypt and the Sudan. In Afghanistan 
itself the Taliban (Muslim students) won control of most of the country 
against better-armed militias in 1996 and proceeded to impose severe re¬ 
strictions on women and westernized intellectuals. In Iran, President Mu¬ 
hammad Khatami, elected in 1997, tried to ease some Islamic restrictions 
and open better relations with the West, in contrast to the hard-line poli¬ 
cies of the country's religious leader, the Ayatollah Khamanei, who under 
the 1979 constitution retains most of the power. 

Turkey’s pro-Islamist Welfare Party won enough votes in the 1995 gen¬ 
eral elections to lead a coalition government for a few months, but its 
diplomatic approaches to Iran and Libya, plus its threat to undo Ataturk’s 
legacy, so incensed the army officers that its leader voluntarily resigned in 
1997 and let the secularists regain power for the next five years. Turkey’s 
Islamist and the secularist governments alike strengthened military ties 
with Israel. The country most threatened by this alliance was Syria, where 
Islamist revolutionaries had no effect on the Asads, either the father or the 
son (who were Alawis). Of Israel’s neighbors, Syria is the one most op¬ 
posed to making peace, especially if it cannot regain the Golan Heights. It 
also gets most of its irrigation water from Turkey, whose massive dams 
now control the Euphrates and Tigris Rivers. Water, scarce everywhere, 
may cause the wars of the coming century. 

The Islamists might somehow manage to oust a long-entrenched Arab 
regime. Jordan has been ruled by Hashimites since 1921, Syria by the Asad 
family since 1970, Yemen by Ali Abdallah Salih since 1978, Egypt by 
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Mubarak since 1981, and Saudi Arabia by King Fahd since 1982. However, 
these countries’ security forces make such a revolution seem improbable. 
A more enticing prospect would be to take over one of the emerging Cau¬ 
casian or Central Asian republics, among which Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, 
and Turkmenistan have oil reserves that are just beginning to be tapped. 
Turkey, Saudi Arabia, and Iran have all contended for influence in the 
lands where czars and commissars formerly held sway. 

Most of the Middle East’s problems, such as overpopulation, scarcity of 
water and other resources, maldistribution of wealth, and inadequate in¬ 
frastructure for industrialization, will not be solved by combining Islam 
with politics. Islamic leaders can set a higher moral tone for their societies, 
help build democratic institutions, and denounce leaders who fail to serve 
their people. No king or president now heading a Muslim Middle Eastern 
state possesses much popularity or vision. No one can predict how long 
they will last. But the Middle Eastern states’ lack of legitimacy will make 
their subjects seek solutions elsewhere, possibly in some form of religious 
fundamentalism. In the past, state control of radio and television broad¬ 
casting could restrict what the people learned, but as satellite TV stations 
and “dish” receivers spread, not to mention the Internet, many Middle 
Easterners have gained access to facts and ideas that may endanger their 
governments—and their Western backers—in the future. 



TWENTY-ONE 


The War on Terrorism 


The eastern US was basking in warmth and sunshine on the morning of 11 
September 2001. Cars carrying men and women to their jobs were stream¬ 
ing toward cities, factories, and shopping centers. Yellow buses bore chil¬ 
dren to their schools. Trucks, trains, ships, and airplanes were carrying 
cargo to and from all parts of the country. Suddenly a passenger jet airplane 
flew into the North Tower of the World Trade Center in lower Manhattan. It 
must have been a terrible accident, people assumed, until, twenty minutes 
later, a second passenger plane sliced across the front and side of the South 
Tower. Within the hour a third plane flew into the west side of the Pentagon 
in Arlington, Virginia. A fourth jet crashed in a field east of Pittsburgh. It 
was the most horrifying attack Americans had ever experienced. How many 
more planes would strike? Who could have dreamt up such an atrocity? 
How could they have seized American passenger jets and flown them into 
major buildings? What reason could they have had for doing so? 

“Why do they hate us?” was the way most Americans posed the question. 
To answer it, you must review the history of the Middle East, US policies 
toward the region, and their impact on its peoples, especially during the 
past half century. Regrettably, few Americans have asked whether their gov¬ 
ernment’s policies have helped or hindered democracy, economic develop¬ 
ment, or human rights in the Middle East. Such self-reflection has been 
drowned out by misleading explanations: “Those Muslims hate our free¬ 
doms.” Americans traditionally know little about foreign policy. With the 
public unaware of conditions abroad, special interest groups, some of 
which have deep pockets and little competition, have gained control over 
Washington s decisions regarding the foreign areas that concern them. 
Their parochial concerns come to be seen, in the mass media, the halls of 
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academe, the US Congress, and the White House, as the national interest. 
American policy formulation toward the Middle East has followed this 
pattern. It is up to you to decide how well this process has served the na¬ 
tional interest. 

The most probable attacker on that September morn was al-Qaida, a co¬ 
ordinating body for Muslim resistance movements operating in many 
countries, headed by an exiled Saudi businessman named Osama bin 
Laden. The dramatic attack, which achieved far more than he could have 
expected, began as a hijacking operation by nineteen Arab militants. It took 
2,750 lives, shattered the apathy of the American people, and focused the 
worlds attention on the terrorist threat. Within weeks, the United Nations 
passed a resolution condemning terrorism, US President Bush declared war 
against terror, his administration arrested and detained thousands of sus¬ 
pects, and US warplanes were bombing Afghanistan, which harbored bin 
Laden and his training camps. An American-dominated coalition occupied 
most of Afghanistan, ousted its Taliban-led government, and pursued al- 
Qa’idas fighters into the mountains near Pakistan. 

Almost every government in the world, including those of the Middle 
East, spoke out against the attack on America and terrorism generally. The 
US response, one of repression at home and aggression in the Middle East, 
gradually turned sympathetic support into antagonistic opposition be¬ 
tween September 2001 and April 2005, when we are writing these lines. 
The key issue for many governments and their citizens was the unilateral 
US attack on Iraq that began in March 2003, purportedly to rid the coun¬ 
try of its weapons of mass destruction and to topple Saddam Husayns 
dictatorial regime. The weapons have not been found, nor have “freedom” 
and “democracy” been established in Iraq. The American occupation has 
stirred up bitter resistance by both Sunni and Shi’i Muslim Iraqis, threat¬ 
ening a civil war in the country. It has also enabled al-Qa’ida to recruit 
more anti-American fighters and volunteers for terrorist attacks. The Iraq 
War probably will not end any time soon. Meanwhile, the occupation of 
Afghanistan has not stabilized the country or weakened al-Qa’ida. More¬ 
over, the Arab-Israeli conflict still simmers, focused mainly on Palestinians 
fighting against Israeli rule. 


The Present in Historical Perspective 


Any historian who writes a textbook that includes the recent past walks on 
eggs. Events occur suddenly in the Middle East. Projections are hazardous. 
Who knows what a future reader will see as having been the major Middle 
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Eastern events from 2000 to 2005? What happens in the coming years will 
highlight some events at the expense of others. Let us give you an example 
by looking backward. At the dawn of the twentieth century, a burning is¬ 
sue was the building of the Berlin-to-Baghdad railway by a German com¬ 
pany. Our forebears believed that this railway would enhance German 
power in the Ottoman Empire and harm the interests of Britain, France, 
and Russia. In contrast, few noticed that a British subject obtained from 
the Persian government a concession that led to the first big oil discovery 
in the Middle East. Yet today we see Middle East oil as much more impor¬ 
tant than a railroad that was never completed. By the same token, will an 
incident that we now view as a major event seem trivial by 2025? Having 
given you this caveat, we would say that three issues dominate the Middle 
East as we write these lines in April 2005: The first is the so-called war on 
terrorism; the second is the US war in Iraq; the third is the debilitating 
struggle between Israel and the Palestinians. 


Survey of Terrorism 

When representatives of the world’s governments met at the UN General 
Assembly just a few days after the September 11 terrorist attacks, which 
came to be called “9/11,” nearly everyone agreed that terrorism deserved 
unanimous condemnation, but they did not agree on a definition. Neither 
do the various agencies of the US government, nor do most scholars; even 
the authors of this book differ somewhat on this issue. Let us use a defini¬ 
tion by the Central Intelligence Agency: the threat or use of violence for 
political purposes by individuals or groups, whether acting for, or in op¬ 
position to, established governmental authority, when such actions are in¬ 
tended to shock or intimidate a large group wider than the immediate 
victims. The US and its allies are as likely as their enemies to use such tac¬ 
tics. We believe that a form of state terrorism is now being practiced by the 
US in Iraq and by Israel in its occupied territories. Indeed, state terrorism 
has been a policy of the US government and its Middle Eastern surrogates, 
most of them dictatorial and undemocratic, for years. 

In common usage, terrorism is carried out by individuals or by secret 
societies in opposition to an established government, whether elected or 
dictatorial. It is commonly assumed that a terrorist is a young man, 
though in fact children and older people can commit terrorist acts, as of 
course can women. Americans picture the terrorist as a poorly dressed fel¬ 
low with a compelling political agenda, but some dress neatly, are female, 
and disclaim or perhaps hide their leanings. Most people now know about 
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“state-sponsored terrorism ,” acts that have been ordered and paid for by 
established governments. But can a government itself commit a terrorist 
act? If a bomb set off in a school, marketplace, or car constitutes terrorism, 
what about a bomb dropped from a plane or fired by a distant launcher? 
Both are deliberate choices. Both have unintended consequences. Do you 
have to see your victims to be called a terrorist? Can terrorist acts be com¬ 
mitted by a soldier, sailor, or pilot wearing his or her country’s uniform? 
Can an attack on a uniformed soldier, sailor, or pilot ever be called “terror¬ 
istic”? We think so, but do you? 

How do you conduct a war on terrorism, as both US and Israeli officials 
claim to have done for many years? In Chapter 19 we discussed the two 
approaches to ending terrorism: solving the causes of terrorism, and at¬ 
tacking terrorists directly. Most Westerners now believe that a government 
cannot fight terrorism by simply educating people, eliminating poverty, or 
correcting injustice. But is the struggle one of law enforcement, clandes¬ 
tine counterterrorist measures, or traditional military confrontation? In 
other words, do you defeat terrorism with police, secret agents, or uni¬ 
formed troops, who themselves might act like terrorists? These are not 
easy questions. 

We put them aside, for our main job is to write this chapter about the 
Middle East in the twenty-first century. Let us examine political, economic, 
and social conditions in its various countries, as we ask why some people 
commit violent acts and how both local and foreign governments respond 
to them. We also discuss the consequences of violence, resistance, self- 
sacrifice, and terrorism. 


Turkey 

Geographically if not culturally, Turkey is the country that can best claim 
to be a bridge between Europe and Asia. A pioneer in westernizing reform 
from above, it lives uneasily with the legacy of the Tanzimat and Kemal 
Ataturk. However, its government since 2002 has been a coalition led by an 
Islamist party and prime minister, and a growing number of Turkish citi¬ 
zens would like to restore Islamic customs and laws. It has close cultural 
ties with the Arab countries, and yet it also has a de facto strategic alliance 
with Israel against Syria, largely because it controls the sources of the Tigris 
and Euphrates Rivers. It also has growing economic ties with Europe and 
may soon be admitted to the European Union if it amends its laws impact¬ 
ing human rights. One stumbling block has been its struggle with a Kur¬ 
dish separatist movement. Since 1984 Turkey has faced in its southeastern 
provinces a Kurdish rebellion which, if successful, would threaten its terri- 
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torial integrity. The Kurdish Workers Party (PKK) fought openly for inde¬ 
pendence and committed terrorist acts in Turkey. Some observers believe 
that the Turkish army responded with tactics that violated the rights of its 
Kurdish citizens and may have amounted to a form of state terror. Since the 
capture of its leader in 1999, however, the fighting has died down. The 
Turkish government now lets the Kurds use their language in schools and 
even on state-sponsored radio, and Kurdish refugees are returning home. 
The PKK has changed its name and become a nonviolent pressure group, 
but violent incidents still occur, Kurdish arms caches have been found, and 
some Kurdish fighters from Iraq have fled into Turkey. 

Turkey’s worst recent atrocity was the simultaneous bombing of two 
Istanbul synagogues in 2003, probably perpetrated by a Turkish affiliate of 
al-Qa’ida. The country has a relatively advanced industrial economy 
(which has benefited from what otherwise would have been a ruinous in¬ 
flation), good schools and universities, and a thriving democratic political 
system. In free elections held in 2002 for the Grand National Assembly, the 
Justice and Development Party (Islamist) got 34 percent of the popular 
vote, followed by the Republican People’s Party (secular) with 19 percent. 
The results reflect a division between secular and religious forces that has 
persisted up to the present. Commercial and diplomatic relations with 
Greece and other European countries are improving. The Cyprus dispute 
may be resolved, and Turkey may have entered the European Union by the 
time you are reading this book. 


Iran 

The Islamic revolution is now more than a quarter century old. Most of 
Iran’s 70 million citizens are too young to remember the shah’s regime. The 
Islamic republic has become, to some and perhaps most youthful Iranians, 
a regime of old men, hardly the idealistic band of young people who ousted 
the shah and occupied the US embassy in 1979. Iran’s economy has bene¬ 
fited from new discoveries of oil and its rising price on world markets, but 
the dominance of state-owned enterprises has hobbled industrialization. 
The national currency has fallen fourfold in relation to the dollar since 
2001. The government has taken steps toward reducing the gap between 
rich and poor and correcting the worst abuses of the land reform and other 
vestiges of the shah’s regime. 

Terrorism is no longer a problem within the country. The government 
has gradually softened its rhetoric on spreading the Islamic revolution and 
has kept its distance from al-Qa’ida, but it does give material and moral 
support to Hizballah in Lebanon and to resistance fighters in Iraq under 
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US occupation. Many Iranians feel threatened by the American invasion of 
neighboring Afghanistan in 2001 and of Iraq in 2003, fearing the same fate 
for themselves. This fear is fueled by Bush administration rhetoric, similar 
to what it used to justify attacking Iraq, that has begun to target Iran. 

The state has been building up its nuclear capability. It now has the 
technology to produce enriched uranium and may soon be able to pro¬ 
duce its own atomic bomb. Direct pressure from the US and Israeli gov¬ 
ernments, the UN, and the International Atomic Energy Agency seeks to 
forestall an Iranian nuclear weapons program. The Iranian government 
insists that its program is entirely peaceful. Its supporters ask why Russia, 
India, Pakistan, and Israel may have nuclear weapons, but not Iran. 

Popular participation in the country’s governance has gradually in¬ 
creased at the local and provincial levels, and the Majlis (Iran’s parlia¬ 
ment) debates, though it does not determine, Iran’s policies. All men and 
women over age sixteen may vote. Support for the Islamic republic runs 
deep, even if many Iranians desire further democratic reform and greater 
personal freedom. 


Arab States of the Fertile Crescent 

Syria has long been the region’s most dissatisfied state, due to its belief that 
France and Britain deprived it of territories that should have been Syrian 
by creating Lebanon as a Christian enclave and Transjordan (later Jordan) 
as a Hashimite kingdom, the cession of Alexandretta to Turkey by France 
when it held the mandate to govern Syria, and the subsequent creation of 
Israel in place of the British mandate of Palestine. Syria was first among the 
Arab countries to develop an Arab nationalist and socialist ideology and 
to import arms and advisers from the USSR. Its troops have occupied 
Lebanon since 1976 but are withdrawing now. Since 1966 it has been gov¬ 
erned by a radical branch of the Ba’th Party, and after the death of Hafiz al- 
Asad, its long-serving president, in 2000, he was succeeded by his son, 
Bashar. The government tolerates no opposition, and its heavy industries 
and public utilities remain under state control. Light industries are pri¬ 
vately owned, and banks were being privatized in 2004. The Israelis and the 
US government, especially under George W. Bush, regard Syria as a threat 
to peace and stability in the Middle East, mainly because it allegedly pro¬ 
motes terrorism. They speak openly of replacing its dictatorial government 
with a more democratic regime (which probably means one whose policies 
would be more acceptable to the US). The Iraq War and Bush’s reelection 
have intensified Syrian fears of an imminent American invasion. 
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Lebanon, despite the Syrian occupation (or because of it), has recovered 
economically from its long civil war and has restored its parliamentary de¬ 
mocracy, although in 2004 a dispute arose out of attempts to revise its con¬ 
stitution to extend the presidency of Emile Lahud, widely viewed as 
pro-Syrian. Lebanon’s economy grew rapidly during the 1990s but has 
slowed since 2000. Most industries and business firms are privately owned. 
Its banks, financial services, and universities are well developed. As 
Lebanon’s government grew stronger, the private militias that arose and 
throve during the civil war faded away, except for Shi’i-backed Hizballah. 
Since Israel unilaterally withdrew its troops from the “security zone” in 
2000, it has accused Lebanon of allowing raids and rocket attacks against 
its territory, and Israel occasionally stages retaliation raids of its own into 
Lebanon. About 16,000 Syrian troops remained in Lebanon. The assassina¬ 
tion in February 2005 of Lebanon’s former prime minister, Rafiq Hariri, 
who had resigned in 2004 in protest against extending Lahud’s presidency, 
threatened the post-1991 peace. Many Lebanese have come to resent Syria’s 
prolonged occupation. Accusing (without firm evidence) the Syrian gov¬ 
ernment of engineering the Hariri assassination, they organized protest 
demonstrations, including some Sunni Muslims, Christians of many (but 
not all) sects, and Druze, demanding Syria’s withdrawal. Shi’i Muslims now 
constitute Lebanon’s largest confessional group. Led by Hizballah, they 
staged a counter-demonstration, supporting the Syrian presence as a stabi¬ 
lizing influence. Under pressure from both within and without Lebanon, 
the Syrian government, after consulting with Arab League members, de¬ 
cided to withdraw its remaining troops from the country prior to Leba¬ 
non’s May 2005 national assembly elections. 

Jordan has successfully evolved from a desert emirate into a stable and 
prosperous kingdom because it has managed to retain the political and at 
times economic support of the other Arab countries. It is now a leader in 
urbanization, education, adult literacy, use of cell phones, and access to the 
Internet. It suffered from the American invasion of Iraq in 2003 because of 
the loss of its oil and the influx of additional Iraqi refugees, leading to un¬ 
employment approaching 25 percent. 

Reportedly, Jordan now closely, if very quietly, cooperates with the US 
and its actions in Iraq. A large Palestinian population has been absorbed 
into Jordan’s political, social, and economic system. They, like most other 
Jordanians, suspect America’s motives and strongly oppose Israel. The Jor¬ 
danian government must balance several strategic, and often competing, 
interests, including relying on US economic aid, maintaining friendly 
terms with Israel, and placating a citizenry who resent both situations. 
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The regime’s success has so far averted any terrorist threat within Jordan. 
The king since 1999, Abdallah II, still appoints the prime minister and 
other ministers, as well as half the senators, and can dissolve parliament or 
delay its elections, but he has not abused his powers. 

Iraq is the Arab state at the vortex of the Middle East crisis. Despite 
the Ba’th Party’s despotic rule from 1968 to 2003, the country was, until 
the US invasion, among the most modern in the Arab world. Its popula¬ 
tion was well educated, and it had a large professional middle class. Be¬ 
cause it was also well armed, Iraq was viewed by many other Arabs as the 
country most likely to stand up to Israel or indeed the US. Meanwhile, 
Saddam’s regime was condemned by the Americans and some Europeans 
as a military dictatorship that invaded its neighbors, murdered political 
dissidents by the thousands, killed some of its Kurdish citizens with poi¬ 
son gas, and hoped to retain or to develop weapons of mass destruction. 
Ironically, before its 1990 invasion of Kuwait, the US, USSR, and some 
European countries had sold arms to Saddam’s Iraq. The seed stock for 
Saddam’s biological weapons program came from the US under govern¬ 
ment license. American satellite technology helped provide the targeting 
information for conventional and poison gas attacks against the Iranians 
during the Iran-Iraq War. 

After the 1991 Gulf War, though, both the Clinton and Bush administra¬ 
tions maintained the UN-imposed sanctions against Iraq, which crippled 
its economy and cost more than a half-million lives. They sought to isolate 
it, accusing Saddam of encouraging acts of terrorism against Israel and the 
US, for he boasted of his ability to strike at Israel with Scud missiles and 
publicly gave money to the families of Palestinian suicide bombers. Ameri¬ 
cans accused Iraq of harboring terrorists tied to al-Qa’ida and of facilitat¬ 
ing the 9/11 attacks. The outcome of these accusations, which remain 
unproven, was the Iraq War, which we discuss later in this chapter. The 
other Arab countries, and such European states as France, Germany, and 
Russia, drew closer to Saddam’s Iraq, defied the sanctions, and opposed any 
military action. 


Saudi Arabia and the Other Gulf States 

The Saudi kingdom is often singled out by both friends and foes as a major 
US ally and trading partner. Strictly speaking, there is no formal alliance 
between the two countries, but thousands of US troops were stationed in 
Saudi Arabia from 1990 to 2003, and many Saudis have received advanced 
military training in the US. Direct US participation in the management of 
Saudi oil has decreased since the Saudi government bought out the Arabian 
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American Oil Company between 1972 and 1980. At present, 40 percent of 
Saudi crude oil exports go China, South Korea, and Japan, but the US in 
early 2004 imported more crude from Saudi Arabia than any other coun¬ 
try. Saudi Arabia has played an important role in stabilizing crude oil prices 
by raising or lowering its production according to market conditions. Al¬ 
though Saudi Arabia holds an estimated 25 percent of the world’s proven 
reserves, it has almost always cooperated with the United States and other 
Western consumers in holding the price of oil to a reasonable level. Other 
factors contributing to the recent rise in oil prices are increased demand 
from large consumers, such as China, and the continued disruption in 
Iraq’s oil exports due to the American invasion of that country. 

The Saudi government remains an absolute monarchy, headed nomi¬ 
nally by King Fahd but in reality by his brother, Crown Prince Abdallah, 
since 1997. In October 2003 the government announced plans to open half 
the seats in the Consultative Assembly to election, and it is likely to permit 
greater popular participation in local and provincial government as well, a 
wise response to the growing number of Saudi subjects who have com¬ 
pleted higher education or technical training. Although suffrage will prob¬ 
ably be limited to males, a growing Saudi feminist movement is demanding 
voting rights for women as well. 

The Saudi government bases much of its legitimacy on its strict adher¬ 
ence to the rules and laws of Islam, as interpreted by the Hanbali rite, and 
the Wahhabi movement remains influential among many Saudis, especially 
the ulama and graduates of Islamic madrasas . Riyadh has long exercised in¬ 
fluence over other Arab countries due to its guardianship over Mecca and 
Medina and because so many Arabs from outside Saudi Arabia have sought 
work in the kingdom’s oil industry. Saudi Arabia does face challenges from 
neighboring oil-exporting states that have less restrictive laws against alco¬ 
hol consumption, nightclubs, and sexually explicit publications and films. 

It has also been challenged directly by Islamic militants who have ac¬ 
cused the kingdom’s leaders of moral laxity and excessive deference to the 
Americans, leading to attacks on US military personnel in the Khobar Tow¬ 
ers in 1996, terrorist incidents in Riyadh in 2003 and 2004, and an assault 
on the US consulate in Jidda in December 2004. In response, the Saudi gov¬ 
ernment has stepped up its own security forces. It has also instituted politi¬ 
cal and educational reforms and hired more Saudi nationals to replace 
foreign workers (who still constitute more than a quarter of the kingdom’s 
population). But critics claim that it continues to harbor militant groups 
attached to al-Qa’ida, and it is well known that Osama bin Laden is a Saudi 
national, as were fifteen hijackers of the planes that attacked the US on 11 
September 2001. 
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Yemen has traditionally had awkward relations with Saudi Arabia, 
partly because most Yemeni people and their leaders are Shi’i. More im¬ 
portantly, Yemen is the poorest state in the Arab world, has few known re¬ 
sources, and has long depended on Saudi Arabia for the employment of its 
workers and for economic aid. The union of the Yemen Arab Republic 
(North Yemen) with the Peoples Democratic Republic of Yemen (South 
Yemen) has lasted since 1990, weathering a civil war in 1994. Recent oil 
discoveries aided Yemen’s economy during the 1990s, but development 
has been offset by rapid population growth, competition with other oil ex¬ 
porters, and stringent economic policies implemented by the government 
on advice from the International Monetary Fund. Elections for president 
and a representative assembly were held in 1997, and Yemen is sometimes 
cited along with Jordan as an Arab state that has progressed toward de¬ 
mocracy. Terrorists attacked Yemeni socialists in 1992, foreign tourists in 
1998, and a US naval destroyer in Aden’s harbor in 2000. The country is 
not, therefore, regarded as stable or free from terrorism. 

All of the other Gulf states are members of the Gulf Cooperation Coun¬ 
cil and are major oil producers. Oman is a country with a high per-capita 
income, a small population, no current disputes with its neighbors, and no 
terrorist threats. It remains a monarchy with an appointed cabinet and sen¬ 
ate, along with a lower house elected by about a quarter of Oman’s adult 
population. Many of the country’s residents came from India and Pakistan, 
and its historic ties have been more eastward and southward (across the 
Arabian Sea) than westward (across the desert). The United Arab Emirates 
is a federation of seven Gulf principalities with abundant petroleum and 
natural gas revenues, which give the country substantial political influence 
among the other Arab states. Its native-born (or “Emirati”) citizens make 
up less than 25 percent of the country’s population. The king appoints the 
prime minister and the cabinet, and the constituent emirates have a Federal 
State Council (also appointed). Though popular participation in govern¬ 
ment is negligible, no terrorist threat currently exists. The aged king died in 
October 2004, and his son quietly succeeded him. 

Qatar, a peninsula on the eastern side of the Arabian Peninsula, enjoys a 
high per-capita income due to oil revenues. Its native-born Arab popula¬ 
tion is roughly equal to its immigrants, mostly Indians, Pakistanis, and 
Iranians. It has served since 2003 as the main staging area for US troops in 
the Gulf region and, paradoxically, hosts the satellite television station al- 
Jazeera, which often criticizes American policies and is widely approved by 
Arabs, if not always their rulers. Qatar is also a popular resort for Saudis 
seeking an escape from their country’s restrictions on alcohol and sexual 
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license. Having had a constitution since 1999, it will eventually hold elec¬ 
tions for a consultative council. 

Bahrain is a kingdom made up of one large and several small islands 
strategically located in the Persian Gulf. Although it enjoys high living stan¬ 
dards, its oil reserves are relatively depleted, and so it has developed finan¬ 
cial and other services that will compensate for an anticipated decline in oil 
revenues. Its ruling family is Sunni, but its people are more than 60 percent 
Shi’i, and about 10 percent are Iranian. The country has had a constitution 
since 1999 and held its first elections for a representative chamber in 2002. 
Iran has not recently pressed its historic claim to Bahrain, and the terrorist 
threat of the early 1980s has receded. Bahrainis continue to demonstrate 
for more democracy. 

Kuwait has recovered from the 1990-1991 Iraqi occupation, but it cost 
$5.5 billion to repair the damage Iraqi troops did to its oil installations. Its 
thriving economy continues to attract immigrants from abroad. Kuwaiti 
Arabs make up less than half the population, which includes Egyptians, 
Lebanese, Turks, Palestinians (fewer than before 1991), Pakistanis, and Indi¬ 
ans. Although under monarchical rule, Kuwait has had a constitution since 
1963. In its parliamentary elections, held in 2003, most of the delegates cho¬ 
sen were Islamists. Voting rights, formerly limited to descendants of those 
who were Kuwaiti subjects in 1920, have been extended to males who have 
been naturalized residents for thirty years, but not yet to women. The popu¬ 
lation is about 25 percent Shi’i. The current terrorist risk is small; a few 
Kuwaiti youths have crossed over to Iraq to join in the jihad against the US 
occupation, but the common saying is that “there is no terrorism in Kuwait.” 


Egypt 

The lower valley and delta of the River Nile contains more than 76 million 
Egyptians led by President Husni Mubarak, who—not by coincidence— 
has been elected unopposed four times. Under its 1971 constitution, Egypt 
has an elected People’s Assembly. Since 1976 several political parties have 
participated in Egypt’s assembly, but Mubarak’s National Democratic Party 
remains the strongest. Economic conditions improved during the 1990s, 
but aggregate growth has stagnated since 2000, and many Egyptians go 
abroad in search of higher-paying jobs. The main opposition to Mubarak 
comes from Islamist groups, especially the Society of Muslim Brothers, 
which has renounced terrorism. Both al-Jihad, whose members assassi¬ 
nated Sadat and have ties with al-Qa’ida, and al-Jama’a al-Islamiya operate 
underground and strongly criticize the Egyptian government’s policy of 
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cooperating with the US in the war on terrorism. Between 1990 and 1997 
these two extremist groups were responsible for attacking political leaders, 
Copts, foreign residents, and tourists. An attack that took the lives of some 
sixty European tourists in Luxor discredited the militants in the eyes of the 
Egyptian public, many of whom depend on tourism for their livelihood. 
Since 1997, Egypt’s government has taken stern measures to suppress ter¬ 
rorist cells. However, many Egyptians did not conceal their delight at the 
2001 attack on the World Trade Center (four of the hijackers were Egyp¬ 
tians), many expatriates work for al-Qa’ida, and anti-US feeling has intensi¬ 
fied during the Iraq War, despite Washington’s ongoing commitment to 
provide military and economic aid totaling almost $2 billion annually. The 
Egyptians increasingly demand an accountable, democratic government. 
Popular demonstrations (technically illegal under emergency laws in effect 
since Sadat’s assassination) have called on Mubarak to allow them a choice 
in the upcoming fall 2005 presidential elections. Indeed, as we are writing 
in April 2005, Cairo University students have called for the abrogation of 
the emergency laws and for democratic choice. 


Summation on Terrorism 

Internal violence, including some attacks of a terrorist nature, threatens 
mainly Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Yemen, Israel, and the Palestinian territories. 
Counterterrorist efforts by some Middle Eastern and foreign governments 
threaten civilians and their governments far more than al-Qa’ida and its 
affiliates. The leading practitioners of counterterrorism are the US, Britain, 
Israel, Pakistan, and the governments that have been set up as a result of the 
invasions of Afghanistan in 2001 and Iraq in 2003. Their efforts have not 
stopped terrorism, though in a few cases they have slowed it down. How¬ 
ever, popular opinion in the Arab countries, Turkey, Iran, and even Afghan¬ 
istan and Pakistan has turned against this “War on Terrorism.” Many locals 
call it a “War on Militant Muslims.” 

Having read our earlier chapters, you already know that Islam is a way of 
life—often a political and social system, too—and that popular resistance, 
usually called “nationalism” or “Islamism,” flares up when non-Muslims in¬ 
vade and dominate Muslims. Why should Arabs, Iranians, Turks, Afghans, 
and Pakistanis join in a war against what they believe in? Why should they 
conflate it with “liberation”? President Bush and Prime Minister Blair may 
think that the Middle Eastern terrorism will vanish if they replace repressive 
autocracies with pro-Western “democracies.” But fully independent Middle 
Eastern governments, democratically elected, will probably be hostile to 
Western countries that have tried to manipulate them and will support 
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Osama bin Laden 


O sama bin Laden (1957- ) was born into Saudi Arabia’s wealthy bin Laden 
clan. The family owns one of the country’s largest construction compa¬ 
nies and is close to the Saudi royal family. Raised as a devout Muslim, he has 
limited experience beyond the Muslim world. 

Soon after the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, bin Laden began raising 
money for the resistance fighters. He now devoted himself to their cause, and in 
1984 he established a “guest house” in Pakistan to house Arab fighters bound for 
the Afghan front. This soon turned into a logistical center providing training, 
religious support, and the funneling of men and equipment into Afghanistan. 
By 1986 bin Laden was building his own fighting camps within Afghanistan, 
and he named his operation Al-Qa’ida or “the firm base.” He personally saw 
combat against the Soviets, being involved in at least five major battles. At this 
point his actions were aligned with the policies of the US, which provided finan¬ 
cial and military assistance to those fighting the Soviet invaders. 

Bin Laden returned to Saudi Arabia in 1989, convinced that his efforts played 
a major role in evicting the Soviet army from Afghanistan. When the Iraqis in¬ 
vaded Kuwait, bin Laden submitted a proposal to the Saudi government, sug¬ 
gesting that he mobilize the fighters he had commanded in Afghanistan to 
confront the Iraqis. However, the Saudis rejected his offer and instead turned to 
the Americans. Bin Laden reacted against this choice, which resulted in the de¬ 
ployment of thousands of non-Muslim troops in the holy land of Arabia. 

In 1991 bin Laden left Saudi Arabia and eventually returned to Afghanistan, 
which was now ruled by the Taliban. In 1996 he issued his first bayan (public an¬ 
nouncement), in which he issued a warning to the US to remove its troops from 
Arabia, otherwise the same fighters who had defeated the Soviet Union would 
wage war against America. This threat was realized in attacks on US embassies 
in East Africa in 1998 and on the naval vessel USS Cole in Yemen in 2000. 

Although he viewed the presence of US troops in Arabia as a sacrilege, this 
was not bin Laden’s only grievance against the Americans; he had come to see 
US policies in Palestine and Iraq, as well as its support for dictatorships in 
Egypt, Jordan, and Saudi Arabia, as part of a Western war against Islam. From 
his point of view, the attacks on the Pentagon and World Trade Center 
launched on 9/11 were retaliatory in nature. In the view of the West, he be¬ 
came in 2001 the best-known and most wanted “terrorist mastermind.” The 
US has been hunting him ever since, though with varying degrees of intensity, 
as its invasion of Afghanistan has been eclipsed by the Iraq War. 

Bin Laden gave a post-9/11 interview on Al-Jazeera TV. Recorded on 21 
October 2001, it was subsequently rebroadcast by CNN in February 2002. In 
this interview bin Laden stated: “If killing those who kill our sons is terrorism, 
then let history be witness that we are terrorists.” 
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people who openly defy the West. The invasion of Afghanistan did even¬ 
tuate in the formal election of Hamid Karzai in October 2004, but the 
country remains deeply split along ethnic, tribal, and sectarian lines. In 
2005 a tentative step was taken by some Iraqi voters, but the creation of a 
cabinet took more than three months. It is unlikely that the US occupation 
authorities would tolerate a central government that opposed their pres¬ 
ence in the country. 


The Iraq War 

Ever since the Allied Coalition drove Iraqi troops from Kuwait in 1991, 
some people have wondered whether it should have continued the war, in¬ 
vaded Iraq, and ousted Saddam Husayn. The first President Bush refused to 
do so, arguing that it would lead the US into a deadly quagmire. Instead, the 
US and its allies agreed to a cease-fire, allowed Iraq’s army to operate heli¬ 
copters and other light weapons, refrained from aiding the Kurds and Shi’i 
Arabs who revolted against Baghdad (expecting outside assistance), and 
maintained the UN Security Council’s sanctions on trade with Iraq until 
the world body’s inspectors could ascertain that the Iraqi government pos¬ 
sessed no nuclear, biological, or chemical arms (that is, “weapons of mass 
destruction”). Iraq’s powers were further limited by two “no-fly zones” that 
barred Iraqi aircraft from the country’s northern and southern thirds, al¬ 
though the UN had never authorized such a restriction. US planes and 
long-range missiles struck Iraq in 1993,1996, and 1998, and there were also 
occasional defections and efforts to subvert Iraq’s military forces. The sanc¬ 
tions alone kept vital supplies from the Iraqi people, costing an estimated 
half-million lives due to malnutrition and diseases. Eventually, the UN and 
Iraq worked out a deal by which Iraq was allowed to sell oil in exchange for 
food and medicines, but this “oil for food” deal hardly alleviated the plight 
of most Iraqis and probably lined the pockets of high officials on both sides. 
The Clinton administration and the Republican-dominated Congress drew 
up plans for invading Iraq, but internal problems in Washington distracted 
the US government from any such action. 


Bush and the Neoconservatives 

The election of George W. Bush in 2000 raised new possibilities for US ac¬ 
tion. Among those entering his administration was an influential group 
known as the “neoconservatives”: Paul Wolfowitz, Richard Perle, and 
Douglas Feith, among others. Wolfowitz, who became deputy secretary of 
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defense, had in 1992 authored “Defense Planning Guidance,” which pro¬ 
posed military guidelines for the Pentagon: (1) US policy should strive to 
prevent the emergence of a rival superpower; (2) it should safeguard US 
interests and promote American values; and (3) it should be prepared to 
take unilateral [military] action when collective action cannot be orches¬ 
trated. In a similar spirit, Perle, aided by Feith and others, wrote a policy 
brief in 1996 for Israels Likud called “A Clean Break: A New Strategy for 
Securing the Realm.” It advised Israel to work with Turkey and Jordan to 
contain, destabilize, and roll back threats to its existence, especially Syria. 
Israel should uphold the right of hot pursuit of terrorists in Palestinian ar¬ 
eas and promote alternatives to Yasir Arafat as a leader. Israel should also 
forge a new relationship with the US government, abandon its pursuit of a 
comprehensive peace with the Arabs, and possibly aid Jordan in restoring 
the Hashimite monarchy in Iraq, thus weakening both Syria and Iran. 
Israel under Prime Minister Netanyahu did not adopt the “new strategy.” 
Israel did not consult with Turkey or Jordan on any regular basis, but it 
did cease to regard Arafat as a peace partner and came to reject any peace 
process that might lead to an independent Palestinian state. 

Apparently, the neoconservatives have little use for diplomacy. For a long 
time, and in many countries, two contrasting approaches to international 
relations have developed and contended for control. One approach favors 
diplomacy and mediation as the first resort when an international conflict 
arises. They would uphold and strengthen international law and keep the 
United Nations viable, hoping to promote human rights and dignity 
throughout the world. In the US, many leading Democrats and Republi¬ 
cans promoted this position just after World War II, though some did not. 
The opposing approach sees diplomacy as a facade, behind which force, 
meaning military power and the will to use it, settles international disputes. 
Its advocates, including the neoconservatives, scorn international law and 
view the UN as a nuisance. They argue that the US can win any struggle 
when it really wants to do so, and they blame its defeat in the Vietnam War 
on a failure of willpower. Neoconservatives admire Israel’s assertiveness 
and their efforts to maintain control over the territories that it has occu¬ 
pied since 1967. Consequently, they have aligned themselves with Israels 
right-wing parties, notably the Likud. 

The neoconservatives, promoting what they called the “Project for the 
New American Century,” wrote an open letter to Bill Clinton in 1998, ad¬ 
vising him to remove Saddam Husayn from power. Allied with Wolfowitz, 
Perle, and Feith were the Jewish Institute for National Security Affairs, the 
Washington Institute for Near East Policy and its parent organization, 
the American Israel Public Affairs Committee, Commentary, the National 
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Review, the New Republic , and Sun Yung Moon's Washington Times. Many 
evangelical Christians support these groups because of their belief that all 
Jews must be gathered in Israel before the Final Day of Judgment. 

Most Americans agree that Washington should promote American val¬ 
ues and defend US interests. It is less likely that they also favor unilaterally 
toppling Syria's government or invading Iraq as part of a neoconservative 
drive to spread democracy throughout the Middle East. Prior to the 2000 
election, George W. Bush and Dick Cheney had been oil company execu¬ 
tives eager to preserve access to Middle Eastern oil, an ongoing US interest, 
but both were susceptible to neoconservative appeals to fight terrorism by 
spreading American influence and dominance, which they called freedom 
and democracy. Upon his election, Bush largely ignored outgoing President 
Clinton's warning about the threat from al-Qa'ida, focusing instead on 
Saddam's Iraq with its alleged weapons of mass destruction. Their imag¬ 
ined threat to the US could easily be impressed on the Americans; the neo¬ 
conservatives’ desire to strengthen its alliance with Israel was a tougher sell. 

Soon after the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center and the Penta¬ 
gon, the US government began preparing for an invasion of Afghanistan to 
capture Osama bin Laden and al-Qa'ida’s training camps. Many other 
countries offered to cooperate with the Bush administration against this 
terrorist threat, which was palpable to the European and Asian govern¬ 
ments, and the invasion and occupation of Afghanistan were carried out by 
a coalition of countries, notably including Pakistan, which had formerly 
backed the Taliban. The Taliban regime fled from Kabul, and a new regime 
was cobbled together with Muhammad Zahir Shah as king and Hamid 
Karzai as prime minister. Although the country has not been truly united, it 
did manage to convene a tribal conclave (loyajirga) in 2003 and hold elec¬ 
tions in 2004. 

History students know that neither Britain nor Russia ever managed to 
subdue the Afghans. In many other Asian and African countries the Bush 
administration allied itself with Muslim (and non-Muslim) rulers against 
insurgent groups linked to al-Qa’ida. These military and diplomatic efforts 
constitute the “War on Terrorism.” This slogan or policy enjoyed wide 
acceptance among Americans and Europeans, though it is doubtful that 
“terrorism” can be defeated by bombing cities and sending in troops. Alter¬ 
native strategies include strengthening police, covertly arming the terror¬ 
ists’ local rivals, diplomacy, and removing the conditions that allow it to 
flourish as a method or as a doctrine. 

Americans should not assume that acts of resistance to their political am¬ 
bitions necessarily constitute terrorism. If they truly want access to re¬ 
sources, markets for their agricultural and manufactured products, political 
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and military cooperation, and a world at peace, they should review the 
Middle East policies that this country has pursued for the past half century. 
We believe that they will find that some of these policies, by angering peo¬ 
ples and governments, have stirred up anti-Americanism and violence 
against the US and its allies. If Washington truly wants to combat terrorism, 
it must change its own attitude and policies, but the 2000 and 2004 elec¬ 
tions make us doubt that any reappraisal of American Middle East policy 
will soon occur. 


The Invasion of Iraq 

Even as Washington was gearing up for the war in Afghanistan, its most 
prominent neoconservative, Paul Wolfowitz, called for invading Iraq, pos¬ 
sibly as a first step toward changing all Arab governments opposing the US 
and Israel. Controlling Iraq’s oil was another US goal. He soon won over 
Defense Secretary Rumsfeld and Vice President Cheney to his position. 
President Bush soon agreed, redirecting resources that could have been 
used against al-Qa’ida into an invasion of Iraq. Iraq’s connection with the 
terrorist network was often asserted but never proved. In October 2002 
both houses of Congress passed by overwhelming margins a resolution au¬ 
thorizing Bush to send troops into Iraq. They accepted the Bush adminis¬ 
tration’s insistence that Iraq possessed, and was about to use, weapons of 
mass destruction. Under US pressure, the UN Security Council also passed 
a resolution demanding that Iraq account for and surrender its nuclear, bi¬ 
ological, and chemical weapons or “face serious consequences.” The UN 
inspection teams, which had been hastily withdrawn in 1998 under orders 
from the Clinton administration, were sent back into Iraq to find its weap¬ 
ons of mass destruction. None were found. The Bush administration ar¬ 
gued that the UN teams were being tricked by the Iraqi regime and would 
never succeed. Washington stepped up its propaganda, diplomatic efforts, 
and military preparations. 

Future historians will debate the rationale for the Iraq War, which began 
with aerial attacks and an Anglo-American invasion on 20 March 2003. 
One motive was to secure Iraq’s oil fields and installations. Another stated 
reason was to oust Saddam’s dictatorship and replace it with a democratic 
government, along with promoting freedom and human rights. Moreover, 
George W. Bush bore a grudge against Saddam for trying to assassinate his 
father. Finding and removing Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction was the 
primary rationale given to the public. (They would never be found, and a 
subsequent US report admits that they did not exist.) The neoconserva¬ 
tives wanted to overthrow or at least neutralize Iraq, Iran, and Syria and to 
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promote Israel’s power and security. The Americans expected a brief war. 
An exiled Iraqi who led the US-backed Iraqi National Congress, Ahmad 
Chalabi, convinced US politicians that American invaders would be 
greeted as liberators and that he could even broker a peace between Iraq 
and Israel. The Bush administration believed that it would be a popular 
war that would ensure its reelection in 2004. 
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The invaders quickly defeated Iraq’s army and drove Saddam Husayn 
and the Ba’thists from power. Aerial attacks and guided missiles destroyed 
many strongholds, as well as Iraqi homes, shops, schools, and roads, in a 
“shock and awe” campaign. Although France, Germany, Russia, and even 
Canada opposed the war, the Americans assembled a “coalition of the will¬ 
ing” that included at least token forces from forty countries. The coali¬ 
tion’s initial casualties were light. No one reported on how many Iraqi 
soldiers—or civilians—were killed, maimed, or missing. A statue of Sad¬ 
dam was pulled down in a major Baghdad square, and its pictures were 
broadcast to demonstrate popular revulsion against the deposed dictator, 
though in fact the demolition was largely carried out by the invaders. The 
coalition set up an occupation government in one of Saddam’s palaces. 
Ambitious reconstruction plans were announced. The remnants of the 
army and police force were dissolved. All Ba’th Party members were dis¬ 
missed from their jobs. These were foolish mistakes: instead of co-opting 
Iraqi forces to side with the invaders, the Americans rendered them unem¬ 
ployed, destitute, and eager to join a militant resistance movement. 

It soon turned out that the coalition, especially the Americans, had no 
idea how to restore order in the country, or even in Baghdad, with its 6 mil¬ 
lion inhabitants. Looters broke into the Iraqi National Museum, the Na¬ 
tional Library and Archives, and most government offices (US troops stood 
by, protecting only the Oil Ministry). Schools remained closed. Electric 
power was cut off and only slowly and partially restored in Baghdad. Clin¬ 
ics and hospitals lacked basic medical supplies. Raw sewage flowed into the 
Tigris River, as the treatment plants were wrecked. Without police protec¬ 
tion, gangs of toughs broke into people’s houses, kidnapped civilians, stole 
cars, and dishonored women and girls if they ventured into the streets. No 
one guarded the storehouses of Iraqi munitions. With Iraq’s borders not se¬ 
cured, soon volunteers from other countries were joining Iraqis who 
wanted to liberate their own nation from foreign troops. 

Although Bush proclaimed an end to the fighting on 1 May 2003, the in¬ 
surgents stepped up their resistance, and growing numbers of US and British 
troops were killed. The “Sunni Triangle,” a complex of towns northwest of 
Baghdad that had enjoyed power under Saddam, became a major center 
of resistance, and the coalition forces went in with helicopters, tanks, and 
mortars. Predominantly Shi’i cities, such as Basra, Kufa, Najaf, and Sadr (for¬ 
merly Saddam) City also rebelled. Suicide bombers and car bombs prolifer¬ 
ated, as coalition troop morale plummeted. No one knew how many Iraqi 
civilians had been killed or maimed, how many died from diseases due to 
poor sanitation or malnutrition, how many had seen their houses broken 
into or looted or destroyed, or how many sought refuge in neighboring 
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countries. What everyone did learn in May 2004 is that thousands of Iraqis 
had been rounded up and jailed without charges, and that in Abu Ghraib 
(one of the largest and most feared of Saddam’s prisons) US troops tor¬ 
mented and humiliated some of the detainees. Subsequent independent 
investigations as well as government investigators have determined that pris¬ 
oner abuse has occurred not only in Abu Ghraib but also in US-managed fa¬ 
cilities in Afghanistan and at Guantanamo in Cuba. The “outsourcing” of 
some prisoners to countries that practice torture has also been used by the 
Bush administration. The US government has admitted that thirty-nine 
prisoners were murdered while in American custody. All these practices are 
contrary to international law. In the meantime, the Sunni Triangle of cities 
and towns northwest of Baghdad became an insurgent stronghold. After a 
failed attack in May, coalition forces invaded Falluja in November 2004, ex¬ 
pelling most of its civilian inhabitants and killing thousands of insurgents 
amid heavy destruction of hospitals, schools, mosques, shops, and homes. 
Elections were held on 30 January 2005. Although most Arabic-speaking 
Sunnis boycotted them, Shi’i and Kurdish voters turned out in large num¬ 
bers to elect a National Assembly whose members, not surprisingly, were 
mainly Shi’is and Kurds. It took several months of posturing and negotiating 
for the various parties to choose their leaders: a Kurdish president, two vice 
presidents (one Sunni, one Shi’i), and a Shi’i prime minister. Meanwhile, vio¬ 
lence continued in the country, and control over security forces and oil 
resources remained in American hands. The assembly’s main task would be 
to write a permanent constitution, and this work seemed likely in April 2005 
to proceed very, very slowly. 

Nearly all Arab peoples opposed the Anglo-American occupation of 
Iraq, even if some of their governments continued to facilitate troop move¬ 
ments and overflights. Many wondered if Israel, with its close ideological 
ties to the neoconservatives in Washington, was behind the war. Had Iraq 
become a new front in the struggle between Israelis and Palestinians? 


The Contest for Palestine (Redux) 

Although the 1990s marked a time in which many outsiders and some 
Middle Easterners hoped for a settlement to the century-long Jewish-Arab 
contest for Palestine, events of the twenty-first century have dashed these 
hopes. Both Israelis and Palestinians have suffered from the resumption of 
the fighting. Professor Goldschmidt believes that both parties bear a share 
of the blame for what Israelis call “the situation” and Palestinians “the al- 
Aqsa Intifada.” He argues that responsible leadership has broken down on 
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both sides, giving the extremists the upper hand. Professor Davidson be¬ 
lieves the main problem is that Israel’s leaders have a greater desire to hold 
lands (primarily the West Bank) than to attain a lasting and equitable 
peace. What the Israel government does on the ground counts for more 
than what it says; its actions—not its promises—reveal its goals. As we de¬ 
scribe the breakdown of the peace process, we, as authors, will frankly 
state the points where we differ with each other and clarify the reasons for 
our differences. A teacher should not tell you what to think, but rather 
show you how to think. The same rule should apply to writers of text¬ 
books. You will be the judge. 


Breakdown of the u Peace Process” 

The concept of a peace process is elusive. Conflicts may be overt and vio¬ 
lent or covert and subtle. They may involve physical fighting or just verbal 
argument. Some are resolved by mediation, arbitration, or patient diplo¬ 
macy. But resolution does not occur unless all the parties in some degree 
seek surcease from the conflict and are willing to make some sacrifices. 
They must also expect to benefit from its resolution. If making peace is to 
occur in phases, as between Egypt and Israel over the period from 1977 
to 1982, both parties need to see benefits from each phase and expect that 
these benefits will continue. If negotiations are conducted publicly by 
heads of state or government, all parties must prepare with quiet parlays 
by lower-level diplomats who know the contestants’ needs and can pro¬ 
pose compromises that do not jeopardize national security. 

During the Clinton administration, the US government played a major 
role in the talks between Israel and the Arab governments, including the 
Palestine Authority led by Yasir Arafat. US-brokered negotiations, which 
maybe viewed as partial successes, included the peace treaty between Jordan 
and Israel in 1995 and the 1997 Hebron agreement between Israel and the 
Palestine Authority. The Oslo I and II Accords are debatable. Goldschmidt 
feels that they were progressive steps frustrated by later events. Davidson 
sees them as inherently flawed. They postponed for “final status” talks sub¬ 
jects that needed immediate treatment. They were doomed from the start 
because the US refused to pressure Israel when, just after the accords were 
signed, that country proceeded to expand its established settlements in the 
occupied territories. Goldschmidt would add that both sides committed ter¬ 
rorist acts against civilians of the other side. 

Failures included the Syrian-Israeli talks that broke down in 1998 over the 
definition of their future border and, most conspicuously, the Camp David 
Summit between Yasir Arafat and Ehud Barak, hosted by Bill Clinton, in July 
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2000. Most Americans blamed Arafat for not accepting what seemed to be 
Barak’s generous offer, which would have provided for an Israeli withdrawal 
from almost all of the West Bank and Gaza Strip and given the Palestinians 
control over Christian and Muslim holy places in Jerusalem’s Old City. 
However, Barak’s offer would have created several enclaves isolated from 
one another, not a viable and independent Palestinian state. Arafat was 
blamed for insisting on the Palestinians’ “right of return,” a claim that has 
been repeated in resolutions passed by the UN General Assembly ever since 
1948. We doubt that many Palestinians alive now would exercise such a 
claim to become, in effect, like the Israeli Arabs, but Arafat was a politician 
who had to heed his constituents. He could not negate the rights of millions 
of Palestinian refugees based on international law and UN resolutions. On 
the other hand, one can understand why most Israelis hope to maintain the 
predominantly Jewish character of their state, and why many Israelis and 
Americans became exasperated with Arafat’s intransigent negotiating style 
at Camp David. It is often forgotten that Israeli and Palestinian negotiators 
subsequently met in Sharm al-Shaykh and Taba, making further progress on 
the details of a settlement (sweetening the terms for Palestinians), aided by 
Clinton’s “Bridging Document.” Both Clinton and his chief negotiator, Den¬ 
nis Ross, have stated that the two sides came closer to a peace settlement in 
2000 than they had before or anytime since then. 


Intensification of the Conflict 

Regrettably, time ran out on Clinton, and George W. Bush entered the 
White House with a different agenda, one that reflected his evangelical 
Christian commitment to a greater Israel. Influenced by neoconservatives 
like Paul Wolfowitz and self-styled realists like Condoleezza Rice, Bush 
sought to weaken Arafat, whom he blamed for the renewed violence that 
followed the failure of the Camp David Summit, leading to fierce Israeli 
reprisals and the election of hard-liner Ariel Sharon as Israel’s new prime 
minister. Sharon (whom Bush called “a man of peace,” infuriating all who 
recalled how he had been blamed by an Israeli investigatory commission 
for the Shatila and Sabra massacres) became a frequent visitor to the White 
House. Arafat, deemed a supporter of terrorism, was no longer welcome. 
The “Bridging Document” was shelved. Later on, a “Road Map” to peace, 
drafted by the US in consultation with Russia, the Europeans, and the UN, 
foundered on Israel’s refusal to stop expanding its West Bank settlements, 
even though the proposals would have favored its interests more than Clin¬ 
ton’s plan. The US government made no more pretence to being an honest 
broker between Israelis and Palestinians. 
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The effect of the 9/11 attacks was to bring together the US and Israel in 
what Bush at first called a “crusade” (later, when apprised of the terms 
negative meaning to Muslims, he renamed it a “war”) on terrorism. Amer¬ 
icans shared the Israelis’ horror when some Palestinians strapped bombs 
to their bodies and blew themselves up amid Israeli teenagers waiting to 
enter a popular discotheque, or Jerusalem bus passengers, or diners in a 
Haifa restaurant frequented by both Arabs and Jews. They ignored the 
conditions that had led to these attacks. During its thirty-seven-year occu¬ 
pation of the West Bank and Gaza Strip, Israel has confiscated Arab land 
and water, flattened homes, and torn up farmlands to make room for Jew¬ 
ish settlements. It has imposed prolonged curfews on whole towns and 
placed hundreds of checkpoints and roadblocks that impeded commerce 
and travel for Arabs within the occupied territories. A state should protect 
its borders and defend its citizens from terrorism, but these policies aim at 
permanent colonization and ultimate absorption of land. 

As you know from our description of the first intifada , Palestinians com¬ 
mitted violent as well as nonviolent acts of resistance to the Israeli occupa¬ 
tion, but no suicide bombings took place until after Baruch Goldstein, an 
American Jewish fundamentalist living in the occupied West Bank, walked 
into a Hebron mosque in 1994 and killed twenty-nine worshipers in cold 
blood. He has since come to be seen as a martyr and hero by the Orthodox 
Jewish settlers in the occupied territories. As Palestinian violence intensi¬ 
fied, especially after negotiations broke down in 2000, Israel adopted poli¬ 
cies of mass arrests, targeted assassinations, and destruction of homes of 
relatives of Palestinian suicide bombers. The Israelis also began to build a 
wall as a barrier to terrorism. 

The wall, which Israelis call a “security fence,” is a series of electronically 
monitored fences, consisting of concrete barriers and barbed wire, up to nine 
meters (28 feet) high. Most Israeli parties (and their supporters abroad) fa¬ 
vored its construction. At first, some Palestinians supported it on the mis¬ 
taken assumption that it would be placed along the pre-1967 borders. 
However, the Israelis have placed it deep within occupied territory, taking 
land internationally recognized as belonging to a future Palestinian state. 
The International Court of Justice in the Hague declared in 2004 that the 
erection of the wall violates international law, a ruling ignored by Sharon’s 
government. The wall creates a physical barrier that will divide West Bank 
cities and villages into virtual cantons. Its completion will compress 3.5 mil¬ 
lion Palestinians into ghettos with high unemployment (50 percent in the 
West Bank and 60 percent in Gaza as of 2004), few resources for develop¬ 
ment, and indefinite poverty. Palestinians are often harassed, not only by 
Israel’s soldiers, but also by well-armed settlers. Israelis believe that the wall 
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MAP 21.2 The separation wall 


has diminished suicide bombings, but they have not ceased, and other forms 
of violent resistance, such as the firing of missiles and mortars into Israeli 
cities and towns, have increased, making Israelis feel even less secure. Israels 
supreme court has ruled that parts of the wall must be moved, but its con¬ 
struction continues even as we write. 

If Americans and Israelis are horrified by scenes of the aftermath of sui¬ 
cide bombings, Arabs shared the Palestinians' rage and revulsion when 
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they saw televised pictures of Israeli tanks rumbling into the streets of 
Jenin and Nablus, bulldozers wrecking the homes of terrorist suspects in 
Gaza, helicopters firing missiles into crowded urban centers, and troops 
besieging the Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem. Zionist propaganda 
counted how many innocent Israelis were killed or maimed by Palestinian 
suicide bombers, while Arab satellite television stations like al-Jazeera 
drove home the point that at least three times as many Palestinians, includ¬ 
ing many women and children, died at the hands of Israeli soldiers. The 
picture of a twelve-year-old boy caught between a crowd of Palestinians 
and Israeli sharpshooters and killed (despite his father’s frantic efforts to 
shield him) caught worldwide attention. Almost concurrently, the Pales¬ 
tinians captured two young Israeli reservists, took them to the Jenin police 
station, killed them, and threw their bodies out among celebrating crowds, 
many of whom dipped their hands in their blood. 

The economy of Israel suffered from the loss of investment and tourism 
revenues. That of the Palestinians plummeted as an Israeli blockade cut off 
their trade with the outside world and barred many from going to their jobs 
in Israel. Arafat, the only Palestinian leader who could have delivered to 
Israel a peace that Palestinians could accept, became a prisoner in his Ra- 
mallah presidential compound. At US insistence, he named first Mahmud 
Abbas and then Ahmad Quray’ as his prime minister. But the Israelis refused 
to talk to anyone in the Palestinian Authority as long as terrorism contin¬ 
ued. However, since they called all resistance—violent or otherwise— 
terrorism, many observers argue that they really wanted to stifle any 
opposition to their occupation. Increasingly, attacks on Israelis were carried 
out by Hamas (the Palestinians’ leading Muslim resistance group) or Hiz- 
ballah (backed by Syria and Iran), neither of which answered to the Pales¬ 
tine Authority. 

Then, on 11 November 2004 Arafat died of an undisclosed illness. This 
was an event which, from the Western and the Israeli point of view, might 
shake things up and set the “peace process” off in a new and allegedly more 
productive direction. This point of view was based on the questionable as¬ 
sumption that Arafat was the main obstacle to peace. In any case, his death 
did lead to Palestinian elections for a new president. The Western press 
viewed these elections as a great move forward, and indeed direct elections 
in the Arab world are rare. But how meaningful was this vote in Palestine? 
First and foremost, the elections took place in an environment of Israel’s 
ongoing occupation. With the exception of Mahmud Abbas, the West’s 
favored candidate, the Israeli authorities restricted the campaign mobility 
of those running for office. A significant minority of Palestinian voters, 
answering the call of Hamas and Islamic Jihad, chose to boycott the polls. 
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Besides, most Palestinians do not live in the occupied territories; rather, 
they are refugees in the Palestinian diaspora. They could not vote, even 
though the winners would be negotiating with Israel over their rights. 

The winner of the election was Mahmud Abbas, the head of Fatah. At 
the time we were writing, Davidson expected that he would face two alter¬ 
natives. He could do what Israel and the US want: stop the armed resis¬ 
tance and agree to create isolated cantons that outsiders would call a state. 
Such a policy would most likely spark civil war in Palestine, and he would 
probably not live out his full term in office. Or he could try to accommo¬ 
date the armed groups’ resistance activities, perhaps channeling them 
away from suicide bombing, while simultaneously offering negotiations. 
The Israelis would label him a new “terrorist” leader, doubtless backed by 
the Bush administration. Ironically, the Israelis and the Americans have so 
structured the “peace process” that Palestinian elections, however desir¬ 
able, can only produce a nearly powerless leader. 

Although Goldschmidt agrees that Palestinian “terrorism” cannot match 
that of the Jewish settlers, the IDF, and the Americans, Abbas’s election 
could well empower more moderate elements on all sides. Israel’s govern¬ 
ment publicly claims that it will remove its settlements from Gaza; Shim’on 
Peres (a Labor Party leader) is Sharon’s vice premier; and most Palestinians 
in the West Bank and Gaza desperately want a respite from violence, 
whether from the Islamic militants of Hamas or from the Israelis. Both 
Egypt and Turkey have offered, more effectively than the US, to mediate. As 
of April 2005, when we were writing, the chances for peace were better than 
at any time since 2000. 


Outsiders’ Involvement 

As we have discussed, both Israelis and Palestinians have influential outside 
supporters. The US government has stepped up arms supplies to Israel and 
has increasingly coordinated strategy with the Jewish state in the war 
against terrorism. The coordination has reached a point where the bound¬ 
aries between Israel’s and America’s interests have seemingly vanished. A 
Defense Department analyst was accused in September 2004 of passing to 
Israel, via AIPAC, classified US documents on Iran. Zionists cooperate with 
neoconservatives to reinforce American popular support for Israel. Even 
professors of Middle East studies have been targeted lately by a group called 
Campus Watch if their Web sites and public statements are deemed pro- 
Arab, critical of US policies in the Middle East, or hostile to Israel. Some 
members of Congress, influenced by Campus Watch, have introduced a bill 
that would subject federally funded foreign language and area studies cen- 
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ters to a politically appointed supervisory committee, the intended target 
being pro-Arab teachers. 

Arab governments have vocally (but not militarily) supported the Pales¬ 
tinian resistance and attacked the repressive aspects of American and Israeli 
policies. They have not effectively used their control of oil to influence 
American and European policies and behavior. An important step was 
taken by Saudi Arabia, when it proposed in an Arab League meeting in 
March 2002 a comprehensive plan that would have offered Israel peace and 
diplomatic recognition in exchange for Israel’s withdrawal from the lands 
in captured in 1967. Israel ignored it, raising questions about its real desire 
for peace. Commercial ties do exist between Israel and some North African 
countries, but the tentative involvement of the Israelis with Qatar has van¬ 
ished. Diplomatic relations remain between Israel and Egypt, but they are 
frosty; those between Israel and Jordan are warmer at the governmental, 
but not the popular, level. Arabs generally believe that Israel is training 
Americans to interrogate, torture, and torment Iraqi prisoners. Israel sup¬ 
ports the Kurds in Iraq and Turkey and is deeply (but secretly) involved in 
the Iraq War. Israelis see Iran as a growing factor in the struggle and are 
alarmed by its nuclear program and the growing range and accuracy of its 
missiles. The conflict is increasingly a Muslim-Jewish one, with potential 
dangers for people in parts of the world hitherto uninvolved in what used 
to be the Arab-Israeli conflict. A conflict of religions is apt to be more emo¬ 
tional and harder to resolve than a clash of nationalisms. 

Davidson argues that the vast majority of the Palestinians want an inde¬ 
pendent and viable state on the West Bank and Gaza Strip. They are will¬ 
ing give up their claim to 78 percent of their historic homeland. Should 
they have to haggle over the remaining 22 percent? The Israelis claim to 
seek recognition by their Arab neighbors and security for their people. Yet 
their tenacious clinging to the occupied territories (arguably the main 
source of their insecurity), their ongoing colonization of this land, and 
their parallel destruction of Palestinian civil society suggest that their true 
goal is a “greater Israel” rather than a peaceful and secure Israel. A policy 
based on fear begets conditions that increase fear. If Israel really wants 
peace, it should adopt the compromises needed to achieve it. What are the 
actual motives of the US government, the Bush administration, American 
Jews, and evangelical Christians for backing Israel so unreservedly? Does 
this policy promote Israel’s long-term security? 

Goldschmidt believes that both Palestinians and Israelis have made mis¬ 
takes that make them less secure. Acts of force and terrorism by one side 
beget reprisals by the other. Unilateral concessions, whether by Israelis or 
Palestinians, are viewed as weakness and often lead to renewed violence. 
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Israel’s preoccupation with security emanates from the Jewish preoccupa¬ 
tion with survival, always present but intensified since the Holocaust, and 
the Palestine National Charter continues to call for Israels destruction, de¬ 
spite numerous pleas to revise it. The Palestinians’ fear of Israeli coloni¬ 
zation is part of a greater Arab anxiety about Western imperialism, now 
enhanced by the American invasion and occupation of Iraq. Only a series 
of concessions by both Israelis and Palestinians will bring peace. Only if the 
two sides come to realize the crushing costs and horrible consequences of a 
protracted and untrammeled war will they stay their extremist tendencies. 


A Parting Message 

In reading the Middle East’s history from the rise of Islam to the present, 
you may have noticed how much of your attention has been focused on 
confrontations, especially on wars. When you survey the history of any re¬ 
gion or country, you risk getting bogged down in its struggles and ignor¬ 
ing its cultural achievements or the everyday lives of its people. In this 
book the closer the past has moved toward current events, the more we 
have told you about Middle East conflicts: the US versus the USSR, oil 
producer versus consumer, Islamist versus secularist, Christian versus 
Muslim, Shi’i versus Sunni, and Arab versus Israeli. Map 21.3 shows the 
Middle East’s countries with their internationally recognized boundaries; 
it does not show which lands are really being governed by which states. 
Consider, for example, the Golan Heights, the West Bank, and the Gaza 
Strip under Israel’s rule since 1967, or Lebanon occupied by Syria since 
1976, or Iraq occupied by the US since 2003. 

Writers of textbooks often make lists in order to concisely convey their 
ideas. Our last one sums up what we see as the main causes of Middle East¬ 
ern conflict: (1) the incomplete transition from communities based on reli¬ 
gion and obedience to divine law to nation-states enforcing human-made 
laws to increase their security and well-being in this world; (2) the resulting 
belief on the part of many Middle Eastern peoples that their governments 
are illegitimate and not to be willingly obeyed; (3) the quest for dignity and 
freedom by highly articulate peoples (or nations) who have endured cen¬ 
turies of subjection and are determined never again to lose their indepen¬ 
dence; (4) the involvement of outside governments and individuals who do 
not recognize the hopes and fears of Middle Eastern peoples and, in the 
worst case, play on them to serve their own needs (as we see in the Iraq 
War); (5) the growing concentration of highly destructive weapons in 
countries that are both volatile and vulnerable; (6) the rising need for food, 
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MAP 21.3 The Middle East, 2005 


water, and fossil fuels throughout the world as the amounts available for 
consumption decline; (7) overpopulation of some countries and the 
widening gap between a few very rich people and the many poor; and (8) 
the failure to contain or resolve the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. 

The Middle East is the most troubled region of a turbulent world. Its 
people are not at peace with one another or with themselves. They suspect 
that outsiders do not understand them. We hope that this book has helped 
you to know them better. Is this all? You will spend your adult lives in the 
twenty-first century. We will share Spaceship Earth with the other world 
powers, with Israeli Jews, Arabs, Iranians, Turks, Kurds, and Armenians, as 
well as with a few billion other people. How will you get along with them? 
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You can go on learning about their cultures as well as your own—not with 
a childish desire to prove that “We’re right and you’re wrong” but, rather, 
with a mature hope of promoting true dialogue between Middle Eastern 
and Western ways of life. 

There is much that we can learn from them: hospitality, generosity, 
strong family ties, and true empathy for the needs and feelings of others. 
But we expect that clashes will continue. Do not expect to find easy solu¬ 
tions. Do heed the stated interests and concerns of the parties to the vari¬ 
ous disputes and conflicts of the area. Look for the unstated hopes and 
fears. Work for comprehensive conflict transformation from war to dia¬ 
logue. Be subtle. Give generous credit to the parties involved for any quar¬ 
rels they resolve or at least contain. 

You have learned that the Middle East is an area that has always been vul¬ 
nerable to invasion and exploitation, that could not escape from the ambi¬ 
tions of local and foreign rulers, and that has been prized for its natural 
resources and its strategic location. It has produced more than its share of 
scholars and poets, artists and architects, philosophers and prophets. We call 
it the cradle of human civilization. Let us hope it will not become its grave. 



Chronology 


570 Muhammad born; Ethiopians invade western Arabia 

603-628 War between Byzantine Empire and Sasanid Persia 
610 First revelations of the Quran to Muhammad 

619 Deaths of Khadija and Abu-Talib 

622 Hijra of Muhammad and his associates from Mecca to Medina, 

where first Muslim umma is formed 

624 Muslims defeat pagan Meccans at Battle of Badr 

625 Meccan revenge at Battle of Uhud 

627 Muslims foil Meccan attack at the Battle of the Trench 

628 Hudaybiya truce between Muhammad and Meccan pagans 

630 Mecca’s pagan leaders accept Islam 

630-632 Arab tribal delegations accept Muhammad as their leader 

632 Muhammad dies; associates choose Abu-Bakr as first caliph; 
rebellion (ridda) of the Arab tribes 

633 Muslim armies crush ridda and finish conquering Arabian 
Peninsula 

634 Muslims defeat Byzantine army and start conquests outside 
Arabia; Umar succeeds Abu-Bakr as caliph 

636 Arab victory over Byzantines in Battle of the Yarmuk 

637 Battle of Qadisiyah enables Arabs to take Ctesiphon and 
western Persia from the Sasanids 

639-642 Arabs take Egypt from the Byzantine Empire 
640 Arab garrison towns set up at Basra and Kufa 

644 Umar murdered; shura elects Uthman as caliph 
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651 

653 

656 

657 

659 

661 

661-750 

667 

669-678 

680 

682-692 

684 

685-687 

685-705 

708-715 

717-720 

720-759 

724-743 

732 

747 

749 

750 

750-1258 

751 

756-1030 

762 

786-809 

809-813 


Death of last Sasanid shah completes Arab conquest of Persia 
Uthman establishes standard version of the Quran 

Rebels murder Uthman; Ali declared caliph; Battle of the Camel 
opens first civil war (fitna) 

Mu’awiya challenges Ali at Battle of Siffin; issues later submitted 
to arbitration 

Arbitration goes against Ali, who is challenged by Kharijites 
Kharijite kills Ali, whose son, Hasan, abdicates to Mu awiya 
Umayyad caliphate in Damascus 
Arabs cross Oxus River into partly Turkic Transoxiana 
First Arab siege of Constantinople 

Mu awiya designates son Yazid as his successor, then dies; 
Husayn challenges Umayyad rule and is killed at Karbala 

Second fitna, as Abdallah ibn al-Zubayr founds rival caliphate in 
Mecca; northern and southern Arab tribes quarrel 

Pro-Umayyad southern Arabs defeat northern Arabs 
Mukhtar leads mawali revolt in Kufa 

Caliph Abd al-Malik restores order, resumes conquests, and 
later Arabizes his bureaucracy and coinage 

Arabs conquer Sind, Transoxiana, and Spain 
Caliph Umar II equalizes status of Arabs and mawali 
Arabs conquer and occupy southern France 
Caliph Hisham reorganizes the fiscal system 
Europeans defeat Arabs in the Battle of Tours 

Abu-Muslim, backed by Shi’i mawali , starts Abbasid revolt in 
Khurasan 

Abbasids take Kufa and proclaim Abu al-Abbas as caliph 
Abbasids defeat and murder Umayyads of Damascus 
Abbasid caliphate in Iraq 

Arabs defeat Chinese; paper introduced into Middle East 

Umayyad dynasty in Cordoba 

Baghdad founded as new Abbasid capital 

Caliphate of Harun al-Rashid 

Succession struggle between Amin and Mamun 
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813-833 


825 

833-842 

874 

874-999 

901-906 

909 

932-1062 

945 

956 

960-1302 

962-1186 

969-1171 

971 

996-1021 

998-1030 

1055 

1061-1091 

1071 

1085 

1090s 

1092 

1096 

1097-1098 

1099 

1127 

1144 

1146- 1174 

1147- 1149 

1171-1193 


Caliphate of al-Mamun, who courts Shi’i support, founds Bayt 
al-Hikma, sponsors translation of ancient Greek writings, and 
espouses Mu tazilite doctrines 

Arabs invade Sicily 

Caliph Mu’tasim increases importation of Turkish slaves 
Disappearance of Muhammad, the twelfth Shi’i imam 
Samanid dynasty in Transoxiana and Khurasan 
Qarmatians ravage Syria and Iraq; later sack Mecca 
Fatimids seize power in Tunis and found Shi’i caliphate 
Buyid dynasty in western Persia and Iraq 
Buyids occupy Baghdad 
Turkic leader Seljuk converts to Islam 

Seljuk dynasty in Transoxiana, spreading to Persia, Iraq, and 
Anatolia 

Ghaznavid dynasty in Khurasan, spreading to India 

Fatimid dynasty in Egypt, sometimes also Syria and Hijaz 

Al-Azhar University founded in Cairo 

Reign of Fatimid Caliph al-Hakim, venerated by the Druze 

Reign of Ghaznavid Amir Mahmud, conqueror of India 

Seljuks take control of Baghdad 

Normans take Sicily from the Arabs 

Seljuks defeat Byzantines at Manzikert and enter Anatolia 

Spanish Christians capture Toledo 

Rise of the Assassins in Persia and Syria 

Malikshah’s death ends Seljuk unity 

First Crusade starts 

Crusaders take Antioch after long siege 

Crusaders found Latin Kingdom of lerusalem 

Zengi, a former Seljuk officer, takes over Mosul 

Zengi leads Muslim capture of Crusader County of Edessa 

Reign of Zengi’s son Nur al-Din in Syria 

Second Crusade fails to recapture Edessa 

Reign of Salah al-Din (“Saladin”) in Cairo 
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1171-1250 

1180-1225 

1187 

1189-1193 

1202-1204 

1206-1227 

1218-1221 

1220 

1228-1229 

1236 

1243 

1248-1254 

1250-1517 

1256 

1256-1349 

1258 

1260 

1270 

1291 

1295-1304 

1299-1923 

1326 

1354 

1361 

1369-1405 

1371 

1389 

1389-1402 

1391-1398 


Ayyubid dynasty in Egypt (1174-1260 in Syria) 

Brief revival of Abbasid caliphate 

Salah al-Din defeats Crusaders at Hittin and takes Jerusalem 

Third Crusade takes Acre, but not Jerusalem 

Fourth Crusade takes Constantinople 

Reign of Jenghiz Khan, Mongol conqueror 

Fifth Crusade, directed against Egypt 

Jenghiz Khan defeats Khwarizm Turks, enters Khurasan 

Sixth Crusade leads to treaty, letting Christians rule Jerusalem 
and other holy land cities for a ten-year period 

Spanish Christians capture Cordoba 
Mongols defeat Seljuks in Battle of Kose Dagh 

Seventh Crusade, directed against Egypt, is repelled by the 
Mamluks 

Mamluk sultanate in Egypt (1260-1516 in Syria and Hijaz) 
Mongols, led by Hulegu, capture Assassin stronghold in Persia 
Il-Khanid dynasty in Persia 

Hulegu’s forces sack Baghdad, ending Abbasid caliphate 

Mamluks defeat Mongols in Battle of Ayn Jalut 

Eighth Crusade, directed against Tunis 

Acre taken by the Mamluks 

Reign of Ghazan Khan, Il-Khanid convert to Islam 

Ottoman Empire 

After long siege, Ottomans take Bursa, which becomes their 
capital 

Ottomans cross Dardanelles, also take Ankara 
Ottomans capture Adrianople (Edirne) 

Reign of Timur Leng (Tamerlane), who takes Central and 
Southwest Asia and founds the Timurid dynasty 

Ottomans conquer Bulgaria and Macedonia 
Ottomans defeat Serbs at Kosovo 
Reign of Ottoman Sultan Bayezid I 
First Ottoman siege of Constantinople 
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1396 

1397-1398 

1400-1401 

1402 

1402-1413 

1415 

1444 

1451-1481 

1453 

1480-1481 

1492 

1501-1736 

1507-1622 

1514 

1516 

1517 

1520-1566 

1529 

1535 

1571 

1578-1639 

1587-1629 

1606 

1616 

1638 

1645-1670 

1656-1678 

1682-1699 

1683 

1699 

1703-1730 


Ottomans defeat Crusaders at Nicopolis 
Bayezid takes Konya and rest of Muslim Anatolia 
Timur ravages Syria and invades Anatolia 
Timur defeats Ottomans at Ankara and captures Bayezid I 
Interregnum and civil war in the Ottoman Empire 
Massive revolt against Mehmet I; Ottomans retake Izmir 
Crusaders invade Balkans; repelled by Ottomans at Varna 
Reign of Ottoman Sultan Mehmet II “the Conqueror” 

Ottoman capture of Constantinople ends Byzantine Empire 
Ottomans occupy southern Italy 

Christians take Granada and expel Jews and Muslims from 
Spain 

Safavid dynasty in Persia and parts of Iraq 
Portuguese occupy Hormuz in the Gulf region 
Ottomans defeat Safavids at Chaldiran 
Ottomans defeat Mamluks and capture Syria 
Ottomans take Egypt, later also Medina and Mecca 
Reign of Ottoman Sultan Suleyman “the Magnificent” 

First Ottoman siege of Vienna 

First Capitulations treaty between Ottoman Empire and France 
Christians defeat Ottoman navy at Lepanto; Turks take Cyprus 
Long Ottoman-Safavid War over Iraq and Azerbaijan 
Reign of Safavid Shah Abbas I 

Ottomans first recognize Habsburgs as equals in treaty 
British East India Company starts trading with Persia 
Ottoman Sultan Murad IV ends devshirme system 
Ottoman-Venetian War in eastern Mediterranean 
Koprulu viziers begin Ottoman reforms 
Ottoman Empire at war against Habsburg Austria 
Second Ottoman siege of Vienna 

Karlowitz treaty, Ottomans ceding Hungary to Habsburgs 
Reign of Ottoman Sultan Ahmed III, the “Tulip Era” 
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1718 

1722 

1729 

1736 

1739 

1747 

1768-1774 

1774 


1789-1807 

1794-1925 

1798 

1799 

1802 

1804 

1805- 1849 

1806- 1812 

1807- 1808 

1808- 1839 
1811 
1812 
1814 
1817 
1820 

1821-1829 

1826 

1827 

1827-1829 

1829 


Passarowitz treaty, Ottomans ceding some Balkan lands 
Afghans invade Persia, weakening Safavid dynasty 
Turkish printing press introduced in the Ottoman Empire 
Nadir expels Afghans from Persia, becoming shah 

Nadir Shah takes Delhi from Mughals; Belgrade treaty restores 
some Balkan lands to Ottomans 

Assassination of Nadir Shah leads to anarchy in Persia 
First Russo-Ottoman War 

Kuchuk-Kainarji treaty strengthens Russia on Black Sea and in 
Balkans and lays basis for Russian claim to protect Orthodox 
Christians 

Reign of Ottoman Sultan Selim III, who starts nizam-i-jedid 
Qajar dynasty in Persia 
Napoleon occupies Egypt 

After failing to take Acre, Napoleon returns to France; 
Montenegro declares independence from Ottoman Empire 

Treaty of Amiens restores Ottoman control of Egypt 

First Serbian nationalist revolt 

Reign of Mehmet Ali in Egypt 

Ottoman Empire resumes war against Russia 

Janissaries depose Selim, ending nizam-i-jedid 

Reign of Ottoman Sultan Mahmud II 

Mehmet Ali destroys Mamluks, attacks Arabian Wahhabis 

Bucharest treaty gives Bessarabia to Russia 

British treaty promises Persia protection from Russia 

Ottomans recognize Milosh Obrenovich as Serbian ruler 

Mehmet Ali starts conquest of Sudan; first British pacts with 
Arab shaykhs in the Gulf Region 

Greek war for independence 

Mahmud II massacres janissaries 

Europeans destroy Ottoman-Egyptian fleet at Navarino 

Fourth Russo-Ottoman War 

Adrianople treaty grants Serbian autonomy, Greek 
independence, and Balkan gains for Russia 
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1831 

1833 

1838 

1839 


1840 

1841 

1848-1896 

1851-1857 

1853-1856 

1854 

1856 


1863-1879 

1865 

1866 


1869 

1873 

1875 


1876 


1876- 1909 

1877- 1878 


Ibrahim, son of Mehmet Ali, invades Syria 

Hunkar-Iskelesi treaty lets Russian warships pass through Straits 
in return for guarantee of Ottoman territorial integrity 

Anglo-Ottoman Commercial Convention lowers Ottoman 
import tariffs 

Ibrahim again defeats Ottomans, whose fleet deserts to 
Alexandria; Abdulmejid issues Noble Rescript of the Rose 
Chamber, promising administrative and fiscal reforms; British 
occupy Aden 

European powers confirm Mehmet Ali’s autonomy in Egypt 
European powers sign Straits navigation convention 
Reign of Nasiruddin Shah in Persia 
Cairo-Alexandria-Suez railway built 

Russian occupation of Romania sparks Crimean War, in 
which France and Britain help the Ottomans defeat Russia 

Egyptian viceroy Said grants concession to French entrepreneur 
to build Suez Canal 

Paris treaty restores Bessarabia to Ottomans and demilitarizes 
Black Sea; Ottoman Imperial Rescript grants equality to 
Muslims, Christians, and Jews 

Reign of Khedive Isma’il in Egypt 

Ottoman public debt administration established 

Syrian Protestant College (American University of Beirut) 
founded; first Egyptian representative assembly; rebellion 
in Crete 

Suez Canal opened 

Shah offers (but later revokes) Reuter concession to British 
company for railway and mining enterprises in Persia 

Isma’il sells Egypt’s Suez Canal shares to Britain; rebellion in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina sparks Balkan crisis; Serbia and 
Montenegro declare war on the Ottoman Empire 

New Ottomans seize power; Bulgarian revolt crushed; Ottoman 
constitution issued; Egyptian debt commission established, 
followed by Dual Control 

Reign of Ottoman Sultan Abdulhamid II 

Russo-Turkish War, in which Russians take Romania, Bulgaria, 
Thrace, and parts of eastern Anatolia 
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1878 


1879 

1881 

1881-1885 

1882 

1883-1907 

1885 

1888 

1890 

1892 

1896 

1897 

1898 

1899-1956 

1901 

1901-1953 

1902 

1904 

1906 

1907 

1908 


1909 


San Stefano treaty sets up large Bulgaria; Ottoman constitution 
suspended; Berlin treaty reduces Bulgaria’s size and curtails 
Russian power in Balkans; European cabinet in Egypt 

Egyptian officers’ uprising undermines Dual Control; 

Europeans press sultan to replace Isma’il with Tawfiq 

Europeans take control of Ottoman public debt; Egyptian 
Nationalist officers take over government; France occupies Tunis 

Muhammad Ahmad, the Mahdi, leads revolt in Sudan 
British occupy Egypt and suppress nationalist movement 

British consul in Cairo, Lord Cromer, reforms finances and 
irrigation, strengthening Britain’s control over Egypt 

Mahdist rebels take complete control of the Sudan 
Constantinople Convention opens Suez Canal to all ships 
Persian shah sells tobacco concession to British company 
Nationwide tobacco boycott obliges shah to buy back concession 

Nasiruddin Shah assassinated; abortive Young Turk coup against 
Abdulhamid; Herzl publishes Der Judenstaat 

First Zionist congress in Basel; Ottomans defeat Greeks 
Anglo-Egyptian army recaptures the Sudan 
Sudan condominium under Britain and Egypt 

British firm (later called the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company) given 
concession to explore southwest Persia for oil deposits 

Reign of Ibn Sa’ud, initially in Najd, later in all Saudi Arabia 

Ottoman Empire engages German firm to build Baghdad 
railway 

Anglo-French entente ends rivalry over Egypt 
Persian revolution forces shah to grant constitution 

Anglo-Russian agreement creates spheres of influence in Persia; 
new shah tries to revoke constitution 

Committee of Union and Progress leads revolution to restore 
Ottoman constitution; Austria annexes Bosnia; Bulgaria declares 
its independence; first major oil strike in Persia 

Ottoman counterrevolt quashed; Abdulhamid is deposed; 
Russian troops occupy Tabriz and Tehran, but Persian 
constitution prevails 
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1910 

1911 

1912 

1913 

1914 


1915 


1916 

1917 

1918 


1919 


1920 

1921 

1922 

1923 

1923-1938 

1924 


Albanian revolt against Ottoman rule 

Russian pressure foils financial reforms in Persia; Italians invade 
Libya; Kitchener takes power in Egypt 

Ottomans give up Libya; Serbia and Bulgaria take most 
remaining European territories of the Ottoman Empire in first 
Balkan War 

CUP seizes Ottoman government; Ottomans defeat Bulgaria in 
second Balkan War; Albania independent; Germans send 
military mission to Istanbul 

Ottomans enter World War I on Germany’s side; Britain 
annexes Cyprus, invades lower Iraq, and declares protectorate 
over Egypt 

Ottomans attack Suez Canal; McMahon promises British 
support for Arabs’ independence if Hashimites rebel against 
Ottoman rule; Allied troops land at Gallipoli but fail to capture 
Dardanelles 

Sykes-Picot Agreement; Arab revolt against Turks starts 
Britain takes Iraq and Palestine, issues Balfour Declaration 

Arabs occupy Damascus, set up provisional government under 
Faysal; Ottomans surrender; Allies occupy strategic Ottoman 
areas 

Proposed Anglo-Persian treaty stirs national opposition; 
Egyptians rebel against British; Paris Peace Conference sends 
King-Crane Commission; Kemal (Ataturk) resists Greek 
invasion of Turkey 

San Remo agreement gives mandates to Britain in Palestine and 
Iraq, and to France in Syria; Ottomans sign Sevres treaty, which 
Kemal rejects; Faysal ousted; riots in Palestine; revolt in Iraq 

Reza Khan seizes power in Persia; British name Faysal king of 
Iraq and Abdallah amir of Transjordan (cut off from Palestine) 

Britain ends Egypt protectorate, subject to Four Reserved 
Points; Kemalist Turks expel Greek invaders 

Kemal abolishes Ottoman sultanate, declares Turkish Republic; 
Lausanne Treaty ends Capitulations and Allied occupation of 
Turkey; Egypt drafts constitution and holds elections 

Presidency of Kemal Ataturk in Turkey 

Kemal ends caliphate; Ibn Sa’ud takes Hijaz from Hashimites 
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1925-1941 

1928-1929 

1930 

1932 

1936 


1937 

1939 


1941 


1941-1979 

1942 


1943 

1945 


1946 


1947 


1948 

1949 


1950 


Reign of Reza Shah Pahlavi in Persia, renamed Iran 
Wailing Wall Incident; Arab rebellion in Palestine 

Passfield White Paper blames Jewish immigration and land 
purchases in Palestine for the Arab rebellion 

Iraq given independence, but Britain keeps bases and oil 
interests; Kingdom of Saudi Arabia established 

Montreux Convention gives Turkey control of Straits; Arab 
rebellion in Palestine; Anglo-Egyptian treaty signed, limiting 
British control of Egypt 

Peel Commission calls for Palestine partition, opposed by Arabs 

British White Paper limits Jewish immigration into Palestine; 
most Middle East states declare neutrality as World War II 
breaks out 

British troops crush nationalist revolt in Iraq, occupy Syria and 
Lebanon; Britain and USSR invade Iran, and Reza Shah 
abdicates 

Reign of Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi in Iran 

British make Egypt’s Faruq appoint pro-Allied cabinet; Allies 
halt German advance at al-Alamain; Zionists issue Biltmore 
Program 

Lebanese Christians and Muslims adopt national pact 

Arab League formed; United Nations formed; Jewish resistance 
mounts against British in Palestine; French quit Syria and 
Lebanon 

UN pressures USSR to quit Azerbaijan; Anglo-American 
Committee of Inquiry visits Palestine; Transjordan becomes 
independent 

Truman Doctrine pledges aid to Greece and Turkey against 
USSR; Britain submits Palestine mandate to UN, which sets up 
Special Committee on Palestine; UN General Assembly accepts 
Palestine Partition Plan 

Israel declares independence as British troops quit Palestine; 
Arab armies attack but are defeated; most Palestinian Arabs flee 

Arab states and Israel sign armistice agreements; Abdallah 
annexes West Bank, creating Hashimite Kingdom of Jordan; 
three coups in Syria 

Turkey’s Demokrat Party defeats Republican People’s Party 
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1951 

1952 

1952-1999 

1953 

1954 

1954-1970 

1955 

1956 


1957 

1958 

1960 

1961 

1962 

1963 

1964 

1964- 1975 

1965- 1966 
1967 


Mosaddiq nationalizes Anglo-Iranian Oil Company; Egypt 
renounces its 1936 treaty with Britain; Abdallah is murdered 

Egyptian mobs burn Cairo; military coup, led by Nasir, ousts 
Faruq and institutes land reform in Egypt 

Reign of King Husayn in Jordan 

Shahs partisans, aided by US, overthrow Mosaddiq 

Foreign consortium set up to manage Iran’s oil; Anglo-Egyptian 
agreement calls for British evacuation of Suez Canal by 1956 

Presidency of Gamal Abd al-Nasir in Egypt 

Baghdad Pact formed; Israel raids Gaza; Egypt buys Soviet 
arms; US offers Egypt loan to build Aswan High Dam 

US retracts Aswan offer; Nasir nationalizes Suez Canal 
Company; British, French, and Israelis attack Egypt, but UN 
demands they quit Suez and Sinai; UN Emergency Force 
dispatched 

US issues Eisenhower Doctrine; Husayn overthrows Arab 
nationalist government in Jordan 

Egypt and Syria form United Arab Republic; military coup 
ousts Iraq’s monarchy; US intervenes in Lebanese civil war 

Military coup in Turkey; Organization of Petroleum Exporting 
Countries formed in Baghdad to halt falling oil prices 

Kuwait made independent; new republican constitution enacted 
in Turkey; Syria withdraws from United Arab Republic 

Yemeni army coup deposes imam, leading to civil war and 
Egyptian military intervention 

Shah proclaims White Revolution in Iran 

Jordan River waters dispute between Arabs and Israel; Palestine 
Liberation Organization formed in Cairo 

Reign of King Faysal in Saudi Arabia 

Syrian-backed Palestinians raid Israel, which attacks Jordan 

USSR falsely reports Israeli buildup near Syria; Nasir demands 
that UN withdraw its force from the Sinai and blockades Aqaba 
Gulf to Israeli ships; Israel attacks and defeats Arab states in 
lightning war, taking the Sinai, Jordan’s West Bank, and Syria’s 
Golan Heights; UN calls for peace settlement, mutual 
recognition, and Israel’s withdrawal from occupied lands; British 
troops quit Aden and South Arabia; Egyptian troops quit Yemen 
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1969 

1970 


1970-2000 

1970-1981 

1971 

1972 

1973 


1974 

1975 

1976 

1977 

1978 

1979 


Yasir Arafat elected PLO head; Nasir declares War of Attrition 
against Israel; Qadhafi leads coup in Libya 

Soviet arms buildup in Egypt; Rogers Plan for temporary cease¬ 
fire accepted by Egypt, Israel, and Jordan; indirect peace talks 
fail; Jordan crushes Palestinian rebellion; Nasir dies 

Presidency of Hafiz al-Asad in Syria 

Presidency of Anwar al-Sadat in Egypt 

Last British forces leave Gulf region 

Sadat orders most Soviet military advisers out of Egypt 

Egypt and Syria coordinate surprise attack against Israelis in the 
Sinai and Golan; after initial setback, Israelis penetrate Syria 
and cross Suez Canal; US and USSR impose cease-fire; Arab oil 
boycott, price hikes, and production cutbacks pressure Israel 
and its backers; Geneva Peace Conference 

Kissinger arranges separation-of-forces agreements among 
Israel, Egypt, and Syria; Arab states affirm PLO as sole 
spokesman for Palestinians; UN General Assembly invites Arafat 
to speak 

Saudi King Faysal is assassinated and succeeded by Khalid; civil 
war starts in Lebanon; Egypt and Israel sign interim Sinai 
agreement; UN General Assembly calls Zionism a form of racism 

Syria intervenes in Lebanon; Arab summit at Riyadh tries to 
end Lebanese civil war, appointing Syrian troops as 
peacekeepers 

Begin is elected Israeli premier; Sadat flies to Jerusalem and 
addresses Knesset; Egypt and Israel start peace negotiations in 
Cairo 

Southern Lebanon invaded by Israelis, later replaced by UN 
force; Carter calls Begin and Sadat to summit at Camp David, 
where they draft tentative peace treaty; successive coups in the 
two Yemens; exiled Khomeini inspires mass demonstrations 
against the shah, as workers’ strike cuts Iran’s oil output 

Shah names Bakhtiar premier and leaves Iran; Khomeini 
returns and proclaims Islamic Republic; oil shortages cause 
price hikes; Egypt and Israel sign peace treaty, causing other 
Arab states to break ties with Egypt; Saddam Husayn officially 
takes power in Iraq; Iranian militant students seize US Embassy, 
holding Americans hostage; Muslim revolutionaries occupy 
Mecca mosque; USSR invades Afghanistan 
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1980 US diplomatic pressure and military rescue attempt fail to 
release American hostages in Iran; shah dies in exile; military 
coup in Turkey; Iraq invades Iran, causing further oil price hikes 

1981 Algeria mediates US-Iranian agreement, releasing frozen Iranian 
assets in return for the hostages; Begin reelected; Israel bombs 
Iraqi nuclear reactor; Sadat assassinated during parade and is 
succeeded by Husni Mubarak; US Senate authorizes AWACS 
aircraft sale to Saudi Arabia; Israel annexes Golan Heights 

1982 Iran drives back Iraqi forces; Israel returns the Sinai to Egypt; 
Saudi King Khalid dies and is succeeded by Fahd; Israel invades 
Lebanon, drives back Syrian and PLO forces, and besieges 
Beirut; PLO troops withdraw under supervision of US, French, 
and Italian forces; President-elect Bashir Jumayyil killed in 
bomb blast; Israeli troops enter west Beirut as Lebanese 
Christians massacre Palestinians in camps; Israel-Lebanon peace 
talks begin 

1983 US brokers peace treaty between Israel and Lebanon, calling for 
all foreign troops to leave Lebanon, but Syria refuses to pull out; 
Israeli forces withdraw to Awali River; truck bombers destroy 
US Marine barracks and French headquarters in Beirut; Shamir 
replaces Begin as Israel’s premier 

1984 American University of Beirut president Malcolm Kerr 
assassinated; Western peacekeeping forces leave west Beirut as 
Shi’i fighters take control; inconclusive Knesset election in Israel 
produces broad coalition government, headed first by ShinTon 
Peres and then by Yitzhak Shamir 

1985 Israel quits Lebanon, except for self-defined security zone on 
southern border; militant Shi’is hijack TWA plane and demand 
Israel release its Lebanese prisoners; Israel bombs PLO 
headquarters in Tunis, following Palestinian attack on Israelis 
in Cyprus 

1986 Reagan orders bombing of Tripoli (Libya); US and British 
hostages slain in Lebanon; US Navy analyst admits to selling 
documents to Israel; Tehran reveals secret talks regarding US 
arms sales to Iran, the proceeds of which are to aid Contra 
rebels in Nicaragua 

1987 Iranian troops besiege Basra; presidential commission confirms 
US arms sales to Iran via Israel and diversion of proceeds to 
Contras; US agrees to protect Kuwaiti shipping in Gulf as Iran- 
Iraq War intensifies; UN passes Security Council Resolution 
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598, calling for end to Iran-Iraq War; more US citizens 
kidnapped in Lebanon; Palestinian intifada breaks out in Gaza 
and West Bank, protesting Israeli occupation 

1988 US Navy involved in heavy Gulf fighting; Iraq and Iran accept 
Resolution 598, ending Iran-Iraq War; Lebanese parliament fails 
to agree on a new president, leaving Lebanon ruled by two 
separate governments; King Husayn disclaims Jordanian interest 
in regaining control of West Bank as intifada continues; 
inconclusive Israeli elections lead to broad cabinet with Likud 
and Labor ministers; Palestine National Council declares 
independent state of Palestine; Arafat formally renounces 
terrorism and recognizes Israel; US begins direct talks with PLO 
representatives 

1989 Shamir calls for West Bank and Gaza elections to choose 
Palestinian negotiators with Israel but rules out PLO role; 
Egypt's Mubarak and US Secretary of State Baker propose peace 
plan; Ayatollah Khomeini dies and is succeeded by Khamanei as 
Iran’s faqih; Majlis speaker Hashimi Rafsanjani becomes 
president; Saudi Arabia hosts meeting of Lebanon’s parliament 

1990 Arab leaders hold emergency summit as large numbers of 
Jewish emigrants from USSR enter Israel; two Yemens are 
united; Shamir’s broad coalition government falls; Israel’s 
religious parties enter right-wing coalition led by Shamir; Iraqi 
forces invade and occupy Kuwait; UN Security Council 
condemns Iraq and imposes economic sanctions; many 
countries, led by US , send forces and supplies to Saudi Arabia 
in Operation Desert Shield 

1991 US-led coalition of forces in Saudi Arabia starts massive air 
attacks against Iraq; Iraq responds with SCUD missile attacks 
against Israel and Saudi Arabia; coalition’s massive ground 
assault hastens Iraqi withdrawal from Kuwait; abortive 
rebellions by Kurds and Shi’is in Iraq; UN insists on removal of 
nuclear, biological, and chemical weapons from Iraq; Israel and 
Arab countries begin peace negotiations in Madrid 

1992 General elections in Israel restore Labor to power; Yitzhak 
Rabin forms narrow coalition and authorizes secret contacts 
with PLO representatives in Oslo 

1993 PLO and Israeli representatives sign Declaration of Principles 
on White House lawn, offering autonomy to Palestinians in 
Gaza and Jericho and eventually to rest of West Bank following 
Israeli troop withdrawals and elections for Palestinian council 
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1994 PLO-Israel talks over terms for troop withdrawals, elections, 
and Jewish settlements in occupied lands; Arafat returns to 
Gaza; Jordan and Israel sign peace treaty; US seeks Syrian- 
Israeli treaty; other Arab states seek peace accords despite 
Islamist opposition 

1995 PLO and Israel reach new agreement on phased Israeli troop 
withdrawals; Israeli extremist assassinates Rabin; Islamist party 
wins plurality in Turkish elections and forms government 

1996 Elections held for Palestinian Authority in West Bank and Gaza; 
close Israeli elections restore Likud to power and Benjamin 
Netanyahu becomes prime minister; Israel-PLO peace talks stall 
over Jewish settlements, Jerusalem tunnel, and control over 
terrorism; Iraqi troops invade Kurdistan, setting off US 
reprisals; Taliban take over most of Afghanistan 

1997 Israel cedes control over most of Hebron; Turkish officers 
demand end to Islamist government; Iraq tries to bar UN arms 
inspectors from key sites, inviting confrontation with US; 
Iranians elect Khatami president; terrorist attacks in Jerusalem 
and Luxor chill peace efforts 

1998 Iraq's government continues to impede UN inspections for 
weapons of mass destruction, despite mediation of UN 
secretary-general Kofi Annan; inspectors quit Iraq as US and 
Britain resume aerial bombardment 

1999 Israelis vote Likud out of office, as Ehud Barak forms Labor 
coalition with small parties in Knesset; Husayn dies and is 
succeeded by Abdallah II as king of Jordan; severe earthquake 
in Turkey 

2000 Hafiz al-Asad dies and is succeeded by his son, Bashar, as 
president of Syria; Israeli-Palestinian negotiations lead to 
Camp David summit, where Ehud Barak and Yasir Arafat fail 
to reach final peace settlement; Ariel Sharon s visit to 
Temple Mount sparks new Palestinian uprising, called the 
al-Aqsa Intifada 

2001 Ariel Sharon elected prime minister of Israel; Fighting 
intensifies between Israelis and Palestinians; Khatami reelected 
as Iran’s president, but Muslim conservatives continue to 
control its judiciary and police; Islamist militants hijack four 
American passenger jets and fly two of them into World Trade 
Center and another into the Pentagon, killing 2,750; US leads 
coalition invading Afghanistan to overthrow Taliban regime and 
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to capture Osama bin Laden, who evades capture and issues 
defiant videotaped messages 

2002 Pursuing his “War on Terrorism,” President George W. Bush 
identifies Iran, Iraq, and North Korea as the “axis of evil”; as 
al-Aqsa Intifada continues, Sharon sends Israeli tanks into West 
Bank cities, killing more than 1,500 Palestinians; Saudi Arabia 
proposes full recognition of Israel and normalization on all 
levels in exchange for Israeli withdrawal from all lands captured 
in 1967 war, but Israel spurns the proposal; Palestinian suicide 
bombers attack Israelis in several locations; Israel begins 
construction of its “security fence” (separation wall), cutting off 
much of the West Bank, to end terrorist attacks; al-Qa’ida 
attacks a synagogue in Tunisia and a hotel in Kenya; UN 
inspectors renew search for weapons of mass destruction 
(WMDs) in Iraq 

2003 UN inspectors find no WMDs, despite Iraq’s cooperation; 
Secretary of State Colin Powell claims large-scale Iraqi 
deception; Yasir Arafat agrees to appoint Palestinian prime 
minister, naming Mahmud Abbas, who is soon replaced by 
Ahmad Quray; US and UK launch massive aerial attacks and 
invasion of Iraq to overthrow Saddam Husayn but fail to 
find WMDs; after conferring with European Union, Russia, 
and UN, Bush announces a “road map” for resumption of 
Israeli-Palestinian negotiations; US-led coalition establishes 
temporary Iraqi governing council in Baghdad; Iraqis resist US 
and UK invaders; terrorist attacks against foreigners in Riyadh 
and synagogues in Istanbul; Libya’s government admits 
responsibility for 1988 Lockerbie bombing and agrees to end 
its nuclear weapons program if US will lift sanctions; terrorists 
bomb commuter train in Madrid, killing 200, after which newly 
elected Spanish government announces it will withdraw its 
troops from Iraq; US troops in Iraq capture Saddam Husayn 

in underground hideout near Tikrit 

2004 Turkey offers Israel fresh water in exchange for weapons; Sharon 
announces plan to withdraw Israeli troops from Gaza Strip; 
Israel assassinates Hamas leader in March and his successor in 
April; US transfers “sovereignty” to Iraq’s interim government; 
Israeli wall condemned by World Court, and UN General 
Assembly passes resolution demanding its removal; FBI 
investigates Israeli spy in Pentagon and possible AIPAC 
connection; Israel announces construction of new houses in 
West Bank settlements, violating US “road map”; Arafat dies 
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2005 Palestinians choose Mahmud Abbas to succeed Arafat in 9 

January presidential election; Sharon offers to evacuate troops 
and Jewish settlers from Gaza Strip and to open peace talks, if 
Abbas closes down Hamas and other groups accused of terrorist 
acts against Israel; Hamas and Islamic Jihad support Abbas’s 
plea for a cease-fire; attacks against US troops and Iraqi police 
mount in Iraq; Iraqi voters (except for most Sunnis) turn out, 
despite threats, to vote in elections on 30 January, but elected 
assembly delays choosing ministers until, after long negotiations 
due to strong sectarian interests, Iraqi Shi’is and Kurds form a 
new government; former Lebanese prime minister Rafiq Hariri 
assassinated in Beirut, causing anti- and pro-Syrian 
demonstrations and Syria’s decision to withdraw its troops 
before Lebanon’s National Assembly elections; Egyptians 
demand that Mubarak open scheduled presidential elections 
to opposition candidates; US mounts heavy pressure on Iran to 
end its nuclear power research program. 





Glossary 


Abadan (ah-ba-DAHN): Iran’s main oil refinery 

Abbas, Mahmud (ab-BASS, mah-MOOD): Palestinian prime minister (2003) and 
president (2005-) 

Abbas I, Shah (awb-BOSS): Safavid ruler (1587-1629) 

Abbas II, Khedive (ab-BASS, khe-DEEV): Egypt’s viceroy (1892-1914) 

Abbasid dynasty (ab-BAS-sid): Arab family descended from Abbas, Muhammad’s 
uncle, that ruled from Baghdad over parts of the Muslim world (750-1258) 
Abd al-Ilah (AB-dul-ee-LAH): Regent of Iraq (1939-1953) 

Abdallah (ab-DULL-ah): Son of Amir Husayn of Mecca, participant in Arab Re¬ 
volt, and amir of Transjordan (1921-1951) 

Abdallah: Saudi crown prince (1997-) 

Abdallah II: Jordan’s king (1999-) 

Abdallah ibn al-Zubayr (ab-DULL-ah ibn ez-zoo-BAYR): Mecca-based chal¬ 
lenger to the Umayyads from 683 to 692, when he was killed 
Abd al-Malik (AB-dul MA-lik): Umayyad caliph (685-705) who ended the second 
fitna 

Abduh, Muhammad (AB-doo, moo-HOM-mad): Egyptian Muslim reformer 
(d. 1905) 

Abdulhamid II (AB-dul-ha-MEED): Ottoman sultan (1876-1909) who advo¬ 
cated pan-Islam and opposed constitutional government 
Abdulmejid I (AB-dul-me-JEED): Ottoman sultan (1839-1861) 

Abu-Bakr (AH-boo-BEKR): First caliph (632-634), who put down tribal revolts 
and began conquests outside Arabian Peninsula 
Abu Ghraib (AH-boo-GHRAYB): Large prison near Baghdad, site of atrocities by 
US troops against Iraqi detainees 
Abu-Ja’far al-Mansur: see Mansur 

Abu-Muslim (AH-boo-MOOS-lim): Persian leader of the Abbasid revolt (d. 754) 
Abu-Talib (AH-boo-TAW-lib): Muhammad’s uncle and protector (d. 619) 
Achaemenid (AK-a-MEE-nid): Persian dynasty (550-330 B.C.E.) 

Aden (AH-den): Port city between the Red and Arabian seas, ruled by Britain 
(1839-1967), now united with the Republic of Yemen 
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al-Afghani, Jamal al-Din (el-af-GHAW-nee, je-MAWL ed-DEEN): Influential 
pan-Islamic agitator and reformer (d. 1897) 

Aghlabid dynasty (AGH-la-bid): Arab family ruling Tunisia (800-909) 
al-Ahd (el-AH-d): Nationalist secret society of Arab officers in the Ottoman army 
before and during World War I 

Ahmad ibn Hanbal (AH-mad ibn-HAM-bal): Muslim jurist and theologian 
(d. 855) 

Ahmad ibn Tulun (ibn-to-LOON): Turkish founder of the Tulunid dynasty of 
Egypt(868-908) 

Ahmad Shah (ah-MAWD SHAH): Persia’s last Qajar ruler (1909-1925) 

Ahmed III (ah-MET): Ottoman sultan (1703-1730) during Tulip Era 
al-Ahram (el-ah-RAHM): Influential Cairo daily newspaper 
Aisha (ah-EE-sha): Abu-Bakr’s daughter, one of Muhammad’s wives, and oppo¬ 
nent of Ali at the Battle of the Camel (656) 

Alawi (AH-la-wee): Offshoot of Shi’i Islam prevalent in part of northern Syria 
Aleppo (ah-LEP-po): City in northern Syria 

Alexander the Great: Macedonian general and empire builder (d. 323 B.C.E.) 
Alexandretta: Mediterranean seaport and its hinterland, now called Iskenderun, 
held by Turkey but claimed by Syria 
Alexandria: Egyptian city on the Mediterranean coast 

Ali (AH-lee): Fourth of the early caliphs (656-661), regarded by Shi’i Muslims as 
the first imam (leader) after Muhammad 
Alid: Pertaining to Ali, his descendants, or partisans of their role as Muslim 
imams 

aliya (ah-lee-YAH): Jewish immigration to Israel 

Allenby, Edmund: Commander of Egyptian Expeditionary Force in World War I, 
conqueror of Palestine, later high commissioner for Egypt and the Sudan 
(1919-1925) 

Allon, Yigal (al-LAWN, yeeg-AHL): Israeli general and political leader (d. 1980) 
Amal (ah-MAL): Lebanese Shi’i revolutionary movement, led by Nabih Berri and 
backed by Syria 

American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC): Influential pro-Israel lobby 
Amin (ah-MEEN): Abbasid caliph (809-813) 
amir (ah-MEER): Muslim ruler or prince 

amir al-muminin (ah-MEER el-muh-men-NEEN): Commander of the true be¬ 
lievers, a title given to the caliph 
Amman (am-MAN): Capital of Jordan 

Amr ibn al-As (AHM ribn el-ASS): Early Arab general, conqueror of Egypt, and 
Mu’awiya’s representative in the arbitration (d. 663) 

Anatolia: Peninsula between the Mediterranean, Black, and Aegean seas 
Anglo-American Committee of Inquiry: Delegation that visited Palestine in 1946, 
urging continuation of mandate and admission of 100,000 Jews 



Glossary ❖ 469 


Anglo-Egyptian Treaty: 1936 pact defining Britain’s military position in Egypt, 
denounced by Egypt in 1951, and officially terminated in 1954 
Anglo-Ottoman Commercial Convention: 1838 agreement limiting Ottoman im¬ 
port tariffs 

Anglo-Persian Oil Company: Firm holding petroleum exploration, drilling, and 
refining rights in Iran; renamed Anglo-Iranian Oil Company; nationalized by 
Mosaddiq in 1951 

Ankara: (1) Site of Timur’s victory over Bayezid I in 1402; (2) capital of Turkey 
since 1923 

ansar (an-SAWR): Medinan Muslim converts 

Antioch: ancient city in southern Anatolia; important early Christian center 
anti-Semitism: Popular term for prejudice against or persecution of Jews 
Aqaba (AH-ka-ba): (1) Inlet from the Red Sea; (2) city in southern Jordan 
al-Aqsa (el-AHK-sa): Important Jerusalem mosque 

al-Aqsa Intifada (in-tee-FAW-da): Palestinian revolt against Israeli rule (2000-) 
Arab: (1) Native speaker of Arabic; (2) person who identifies with Arabic cultural 
tradition; (3) inhabitant of Arabia; (4) citizen of a country in which the predomi¬ 
nant language and culture are Arabic; (5) camel nomad 
Arab Higher Committee: Palestinian nationalist organization of the 1930s 
Arab League: Arab states’ political association, founded in 1945 
Arab Legion: Former name of the army of Transjordan (or Jordan) 

Arab Liberation Army: Syrian-Palestinian group fighting against Israel in 1948 
Arab nationalism: Movement seeking unification of all Arab countries and their 
independence from non-Arab control 

Arab Revolt: British-backed rebellion of Arabs, mainly in the Hijaz, against Otto¬ 
man rule (1916-1918) 

Arab socialism: Ideology advocating state control of Arab economies 
Arab Socialist Union: Egyptian political party (1962-1977) 

Arabia: Original Arab homeland, a peninsula bounded by the Red Sea, the Ara¬ 
bian Sea, the Gulf, and the Fertile Crescent 
Arabic: (1) Semitic language spoken by Arabs; (2) pertaining to the culture of Arabs 
Arafat (a-ra-FAT): Plain near Mecca 

Arafat, Yasir (YAH-sir): Palestinian Arab nationalist, founder of al-Fatah, PLO 
chairman, and Palestinian Authority’s president (1996-2004) 

Aramaic: Ancient Semitic language 

Aramco: Arabian American Oil Company, which developed the petroleum indus¬ 
try in Saudi Arabia 

Aramean (a-ra-MEE-an): Native speaker of Aramaic 

Arian: Pertaining to the belief of some early Christians that Jesus was human, not 
of the same substance as God the Father 

Arif, Abd al-Salam (AH-ref, AB-dus-sa-LAAM): Arab nationalist leader of Iraq 
(1958, 1963-1966) 
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Armenia: (1) Mountainous region of eastern Anatolia; (2) kingdom of the Arme¬ 
nians, conquered by the Turks in the eleventh century 
Aryan: Pertaining to the Indo-European language family (often used in juxtaposi¬ 
tion with the term Semitic) 
asabiya (ah-sa-BEE-ya): Feeling of group solidarity 

al-Asad, Hafiz (el-ASS-ed, HAW-fez): President of Syria (1970-2000); his son, 
Bashar (ba-SHAR) al-Asad succeeded him 
al-Ash’ari (el-ASH-ah-ree): Muslim theologian (d. 935) who opposed the Mu’tazila 
Ashkenazim (ASH-ke-nah-ZEEM): Jews whose recent ancestors came from East¬ 
ern or Central Europe 

Assassin: Member of a militant group of Isma’ili Shi’is who fought against Seljuks 
and other Sunni rulers (1092-1256) 

Assyrian: Pertaining to Nestorian Christians in Syria, Iraq, and Iran 
Aswan (ass-WAHN): (1) City in Upper Egypt; (2) site of the High Dam, built for 
Egypt by the USSR (1958-1970) 

Ataturk: See Kemal, Mustafa 

Attrition, War of: Artillery and air struggle between Egypt and Israel (1969-1970) 
Awn, Michel (OW-un): Maronite general who claimed Lebanon’s presidency 
(1988-1990) 

Ayatollah (AYE-ya-TOL-lah): Title given by ulama to respected Shi’i legal experts 
Ayn Jalut (AYN-ja-LOOT): Crucial Mamluk victory over Mongols in 1260 
Ayyubid dynasty (eye-YOO-bid): Salah al-Din and his descendants, who ruled in 
Egypt (1171-1250) and Syria (1174-1260) 

Azerbaijan (AH-zur-bye-JOHN): Mountainous region of northwestern Iran 
al-Azhar (el-OZ-har): Muslim mosque-university in Cairo 
Badr: Yemen’s imam (1962), ousted by military coup 
Badr, Battle of: Muhammad’s first victory over the Meccans (624) 

Baghdad (bagh-DAD): Iraq’s capital; seat of Abbasids (762-1258) 

Baghdad Pact: Anticommunist military alliance formed in 1955, renamed CENTO 
Bahrain (bah-RAYN): (1) Island country in the Gulf; (2) eastern Arabia during 
the caliphal period 

bakhshish (bakh-SHEESH): Gift, tip, bribe, or payment for services 
Bakhtiar, Shapur (bakh-tee-YAR, shah-POOR): Iran’s last shah-appointed prime 
minister (1979) 

Balfour Declaration: Official statement in 1917 by British foreign secretary, sup¬ 
porting Jewish national home in Palestine 
Balkans: Mountainous region of southeastern Europe 

Bandung Conference (ban-DOONG): Meeting in Indonesia of Asian and Middle 
Eastern leaders in 1955 

Bar Lev Line: Israel’s defense line east of the Suez Canal breached by Egypt in 
October 1973 

Barak, Ehud (ba-RAHK, ay-KHUD): Israel’s prime minister (1999-2001) 
Barmakid (BAR-ma-kid): Persian family of viziers under the early Abbasids 
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al-Barudi, Mahmud Sami (el-ba-ROO-dee, mah-MOOD SA-mee): Egyptian na¬ 
tionalist prime minister (1882) 

Basra (BOSS-ra): Town in southern Iraq, founded by Umar to garrison troops 
bast (BAWST): Individual or group act of taking refuge in a mosque or other 
public place to evade arrest, a Persian custom 
Ba’th (BAHTH): Arab nationalist and socialist party ruling Syria since the 1960s 
and Iraq (1968-2003) 

Baybars (BYE-barce): Mamluk general and sultan (1260-1277) 

Bayezid I (BYE-yeh-zeet): Ottoman sultan (1389-1402), who spread control in 
Balkans and Anatolia 
Bayezid II: Ottoman sultan (1481-1512) 

Bayt al-Hikma (BAYT el-HIK-ma): Muslim center of learning under Abbasids 
bazaar (ba-ZAWR): (1) Large trading and manufacturing center; (2) urban mer¬ 
chants as a corporate body, especially in Iranian cities 
Bazargan, Mehdi (ba-zar-GAWN, meh-DEE): Iran’s first prime minister after the 
Islamic revolution 

bedouin (BED-a-win): Arab camel nomad(s) 

Begin, Menachem (BAY-gin, me-NAH-khem): Leader of Israel’s right-wing Likud 
coalition and prime minister (1977-1983) 

Beirut (bay-ROOT): Port city, commercial center, and Lebanon’s capital 
Bektashi (bek-TAH-shee): Sufi order, popular among Ottoman janissaries 
Ben-Gurion, David: Zionist pioneer, writer, politician, and Israel’s defense and 
prime minister (1948-1953 and 1955-1963) 

Berber: Native inhabitant of parts of North Africa 

Berlin, Treaty of: Definitive peace settlement of the Russo-Turkish War, signed in 
August 1878 and replacing the San Stefano Treaty 
Berlin-to-Baghdad Railway: Proposed rail line that, if completed, would have en¬ 
hanced Germany’s power in the Ottoman Empire before World War I 
Bernadotte, Folke: Swedish UN mediator, murdered during the 1948 Palestine war 
Bilal (bee-LAL): Muhammad’s first muezzin, a Black Ethiopian 
Biltmore Program: American Zionist resolution in 1942 openly demanding a 
Jewish state in Palestine 

BILU (BEE-loo): Early Zionist movement in Russia 

Bin Laden, Osama (bin LAH-den, oh-SAH-ma): Leader of al-Qa’ida, originally 
from Saudi Arabia, operating in Afghanistan until 2001 
Biqa’ (be-KAH): Predominantly Shi’i valley in eastern Lebanon 
Black Sheep Turcomans: Shi’i Turkish dynasty ruling in Persia (1378-1469) 
Bosporus: Straits connecting the Black Sea and the Sea of Marmara 
Bridging Document: President Clinton’s draft compromise, presented to Israel 
and Palestinians during Taba peace talks in 2001 
British Agency: Offices and residence of Britain’s chief political and diplomatic of¬ 
ficer in Cairo to 1914; later called the Residency and now the British Embassy 
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Bunche, Ralph: US diplomat and UN mediator in Palestine (1948-1949) 

Bursa: City in northwestern Anatolia, early Ottoman capital 
Buyid dynasty (BOO-yid): Family of Shi’i Persians who settled south of the 
Caspian, then conquered and ruled Persia and Iraq (932-1055); also called 
Buwayhid 

Byzantine Empire: Eastern Roman Empire (330-1453), ruled from Constantinople 
and professing Greek Orthodox Christianity 
Cairo (KYE-ro): Egypt’s capital, founded by the Fatimids (969) 
caliph (KAY-lif): Successor to Muhammad as head of the umma 
caliphate: Political institution led by the caliph 

Camel, Battle of the: First clash between Muslim armies (656), in which Ali de¬ 
feated Talha, Zubayr, and Aisha 

Camp David: (1) US president’s vacation home in northern Maryland; (2) site of 
intensive peace talks by Begin, Carter, and Sadat in September 1978; (3) adjec¬ 
tive applied to the Egyptian-Israeli accords or to the 1979 peace treaty; (4) site 
of abortive peace talks between Arafat, Barak, and Clinton in July 2000 
Canaanite: Member of a Semitic group living in Palestine before the Hebrews 
Capitulations: System by which Muslim states granted extraterritorial immunity 
from local laws and taxes to subjects of Western countries 
Caradon, Lord: British diplomat who drafted Security Council Resolution 242 
Carter Doctrine: US policy statement declaring any foreign invasion of the Per¬ 
sian Gulf to be an attack on vital American interests 
Caucasus: Mountain range between the Black and Caspian seas 
Central Treaty Organization (CENTO): See Baghdad Pact 
Chalabi, Ahmad (CHEL-a-bee, AH-mad): Leader of Iraqi National Congress, 
who advocated US invasion of Iraq 

Chalcedon: Site of 451 Christian council at which the Orthodox bishops con¬ 
demned the Monophysite view of Christ’s nature 
Chaldiran, Battle of (chal-dee-RAWN): Major Ottoman victory over Safavid 
Persia (1514) 

Chovevei Tzion (kho-ve-VAY tsee-YAWN): Early Russian Zionist group 
Churchill White Paper: Official statement in 1922 of British Palestine policy, lim¬ 
iting Jewish immigration to the country’s absorptive capacity 
Cilicia (si-LISH-ya): Southwest Anatolian region, also called Little Armenia 
Circassian: Native (or descendant of a native) of the Caucasus region east of the 
Black Sea 

Committee of Union and Progress: See Young Turks 
Constantine: Roman emperor (306-337) who converted to Christianity 
Constantinople: City on the Bosporus and Sea of Marmara, originally named 
Byzantium, which became capital of the Byzantine Empire (330-1204 and 
1262-1453) and of the Ottoman Empire (1453-1922); called Istanbul since 
1923 
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Constitutionalists: Persons who believe that governments should uphold a set of 
basic laws limiting the rulers' powers; more specifically, Persian nationalists 
around 1906 

Copt: Egyptian (or Ethiopian) Monophysite Christian 

Cordoba (KOR-do-va): Spanish city, capital of the later Umayyads (756-1030) 
Cossack: (1) Horse soldier of southern Russia; (2) member of a Persian brigade 
trained and chiefly officered by Russian Cossacks up to 1921 
Crane, Charles: American manufacturer and philanthropist; member of the 
King-Crane Commission (1919) and adviser to Ibn Sa’ud (1931) 

Crimea: Former Turkic, later Russian, now Ukrainian, peninsula north of the 
Black Sea 

Crimean War: Conflict among powers with imperial interests in the Middle East 
(1853-1856), in which Britain, France, and the Ottoman Empire defeated Russia 
Cromer, Lord: British consul in Egypt (1883-1907), a financial reformer, who was 
resented by Egyptian nationalists 

Crusades: European Christian military expeditions against Muslims (and some¬ 
times Greek Orthodox Christians) between the eleventh and fifteenth centuries 
Ctesiphon (TESS-a-fawn): Sasanid capital, south of modern Baghdad 
Curzon, Lord: (KER-zen) Britain's main representative at the 1923 Lausanne 
Conference 

Cyprus: Mediterranean island near Anatolia and Syria 

Cyrenaica (sir-e-NAY-ka): Eastern Libya 

Damascus: Syria's capital; seat of the early Umayyads (661-750) 

Darazi, Shaykh (da-RAH-zee): Syrian founder of the Druze religion 
Dardanelles: Straits connecting the Aegean to the Sea of Marmara 
Dayan, Moshe (die-YAN, mo-SHEH): Israeli general and political leader (1915-1981) 
Dayr Yasin (DARE ya-SEEN): Palestinian village near Jerusalem, where the Irgun 
massacred Arab civilians (1948) 

Declaration of Principles: Formal name of the statement signed by Palestinian, 
Israeli, and US representatives in 1993 

Demirel, Suleyman (deh-mir-REL, suh-lay-MAHN): Turkish political leader and 
president (1993-2000) 

Demokrat Party: Turkish political party in the 1950s 

Desert Shield: US name for the multinational military buildup in Saudi Arabia 
opposing Iraq's occupation of Kuwait in 1990 
Desert Storm: US name for the multinational operation that attacked Iraq and 
drove its troops from Kuwait in 1991 

devshirme (dev-shir-MEH): Ottoman system of taking Christian boys, convert¬ 
ing them to Islam, and training them for military or administrative service 
Dhahran (dhuh-RAHN): East Arabian city, site of first Saudi oil strike in 1938 
diaspora (die-ASS-po-rah): Group of people, usually Jews but sometimes Arme¬ 
nians or Palestinians, who have been dispersed from their homeland to various 
parts of the world 
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Dinshaway Incident (den-sha-WYE): British atrocity against Egyptian peasants 
(1906) 

diwan (dee-WAHN): (1) List of Arab troops entitled to share booty during early 
conquests; (2) council of ministers; (3) collection of poems. The Persian and 
Turkish word is divan 

Dome of the Rock: Muslim shrine in Jerusalem, built in 692 on site of Jewish 
Temple; site of Abraham's sacrifice and of Muhammad's miraculous night 
journey 

Druze: Pertaining to the secret religion practiced by some Arabs in Syria, 
Lebanon, and Israel, and founded by Shaykh Darazi, who preached that the Fa- 
timid Caliph al-Hakim was the last of a series of emanations from God 
Dual Financial Control: Joint Anglo-French economic administration in Egypt 
(1876-1882) 

Eden, Anthony: British prime minister during 1956 Suez Affair 
Edessa: Northwest Mesopotamian town and Crusader state (1098-1144) 
Egyptian Expeditionary Force: British group that captured Palestine and Syria 
during World War I 

Eilat (ay-LAHT): Israel's port on the Gulf of Aqaba 

Eisenhower Doctrine: Official US policy statement opposing spread of commu¬ 
nism in the Middle East (1957) 

Elburz (el-BORZ): Mountain range in northern Iran 
emirate: State ruled by an amir 

Enver (EN-ver): Young Turk revolutionary leader (d. 1922) 

Ertogrul (air-tuh-ROOL): Possibly mythic Turkish ghazi leader (d. ca. 1280), fa¬ 
ther of Osman I 

Erzurum (air-zuh-ROOM): East Anatolian city; site of 1919 Turkish nationalist 
congress 

Eshkol, Levi (ESH-kol, LEH-vee): Israel's prime minister (1963-1969) 

Ethiopia: East African country, mainly Christian since the fourth century, in¬ 
volved in Arabian politics up to Muhammad's time 
Euphrates: The more western of Iraq's two rivers 

Evren, Kenan (ev-REN, ke-NAHN): Leader of 1980 coup that restored order to 
Turkey 

Fahd (FEHD): Saudi Arabia's king (1982-) 

faqih (fa-KEEH or faw-GHEE), pi. fuqaha (foo-ka-HAH): (1) Muslim legal ex¬ 
pert; (2) under Iran's 1979 constitution, the final lawmaking authority; (3) of¬ 
ficial title of the Ayatollahs Khomeini and Khamanei 
al-Farabi (el-fa-RAW-bee): Muslim philosopher and theologian (d. 950) 

Faruq (fa-ROOK): Egypt's last king (1936-1952) 

al-Fatah (el-FET-ah): Palestinian guerrilla group founded by Yasir Arafat 
al-Fatat (el-fa-TAT): Early Arab nationalist student group 
Fatima (FAW-tee-ma): Muhammad's daughter, who married Ali 
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Fatimid dynasty: Arab family of Isma’ili Shi'is claiming descent from Ali and Fa¬ 
tima, ruling North Africa (909-972) and Egypt (969-1171), and claiming con¬ 
trol of Syria, Hijaz, and Yemen 
Faysal (FYE-sul): King of Saudi Arabia (1964-1975) 

Faysal I: Son of Husayn of Mecca, Arab Revolt leader, who headed provisional 
Arab government in Damascus (1918-1920); ousted by France, he later be¬ 
came king of Iraq (1921-1933) 

Faysal II: Iraq's last king (1939-1958) 

Ferid, Damad (fe-REED, dah-MAWD): Ottoman prime minister backed by the 
sultan and the Western powers (1919-1920) 

Fertile Crescent: Modern term for the lands extending from the eastern Mediter¬ 
ranean, via Syria and Mesopotamia, to the Persian Gulf 
fez: Crimson brimless head-covering worn by male officials in the later Ottoman 
Empire and in some successor states; outlawed in Turkey by Kemal Ataturk 
fidaiyin (fe-DA-ee-yeen): Commandos, or people who sacrifice themselves for a 
cause, often applied to Palestinians fighting against Israel or to militant Shi’is 
fiqh (FIK-h): The science of Islamic law (jurisprudence) 
fitna (FIT-na): Term applied to several civil wars in early Islamic history 
Four Reserved Points: Britain's limitations on its unilateral declaration of Egypt's 
independence(1922) 

Fourteen Points: President Wilson’s plan to settle issues that had caused World 
War I, calling for self-determination of all peoples 
Franjiyah, Sulayman (fran-JEE-ya, slay-MAN): Lebanon's president (1970-1976) 
free will: Religious doctrine that God has created human beings who can choose 
their actions, as opposed to predestination 
Fuad I (foo-ODD): Egypt's sultan and king (1917-1936) 

Fustat (foos-TAWT): Egyptian garrison town in early Islamic times; later an ad¬ 
ministrative center, near modern Cairo 
Gabriel: Angel, in Muslim belief, who transmitted the Quran to Muhammad 
Galilee: Mountainous area of northern Israel, containing many Arab villages 
garrison town: City, such as Basra, Kufa, or Fustat, set up by the early caliphs to 
house Arab soldiers 

al-Gaylani, Rashid Ali (el-gay-LAH-nee, rah-SHEED AH-lee): Leader of the 1941 
Arab nationalist government in Iraq, overthrown by the British 
Gaza Strip: Small part of southwest Palestine held by Egyptian forces in 1948 and 
inhabited by Arabs, administered by Egypt (1948-1956 and 1957-1967), cap¬ 
tured by Israel in 1956 and 1967, and governed by Israel (1967-1994) and by 
the PLO (since 1994) 

Geneva Conference: December 1973 meeting of Israel, Egypt, and Jordan, 
cochaired by the US and the USSR 
Genghis Khan: see Jenghiz Khan 

Gezira Sporting Club (guh-ZEE-ra): Exclusive Cairo social club 
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Ghassanids: pre-Islamic tribe that converted to Christianity and was allied with 
the Roman Empire between the fifth and seventh centuries 
al-Ghazali, Abu-Hamid (el-gha-ZA-lee, AH-boo-ha-MEED): Major Muslim the¬ 
ologian (d. 1111) 

ghazi (GHAH-zee): Muslim border warrior 

Ghazna: Afghan city, where the Ghaznavid Empire began 

Ghaznavid (GHAZ-nah-vid): Turkish empire, comprising Afghanistan and parts of 
Iran and Central Asia, that conquered much of India (977-1186) 
ghulam (ghoo-LAWM): Male slave, usually military or administrative, especially 
in Safavid Empire 

Gibraltar: (1) Mountain in southern Spain; (2) straits between the Atlantic and 
the Mediterranean (originally Jebel Tariq, named after the Berber who com¬ 
manded the Muslim conquest of Spain) 

Gidi Pass: Strategic point in western Sinai, captured by Israel in 1956 and 1967 
and relinquished to a UN force in 1975 

Glubb, John Bagot: British commander of Jordan Arab Legion, dismissed in 1956 
Gokturk (geuk-TEWRK): Sixth-century Turkic empire in Asia 
Golan Heights (go-LAHN): Mountainous area of southwestern Syria, occupied 
by Israel since 1967 and scene of intense fighting in 1973 
Golden Horde: Group of Islamized Mongols, having a Turkic majority, that ruled 
Russia from the thirteenth to the fifteenth centuries 
Granada: Capital of the last Muslim state in Spain 

Grand National Assembly: Representative legislature of the Turkish republic 
Great Khan: Title of Mongol emperor during the thirteenth century 
Great Silk Route: Trade route connecting Iran with China, crossing the steppes 
and mountain passes of Central Asia 

Greek fire: A liquid substance, probably a naphtha derivative, that ignited upon 
contact with water, used by Byzantine and later by Muslim sailors to destroy 
enemy ships 

Greek Orthodox: Pertaining to the branch of Christianity that accepts the spiri¬ 
tual authority of the Constantinople patriarch and espouses the Christological 
doctrines adopted at the Nicaea (325) and Chalcedon (451) church councils 
Gulf War: (1) Iran-Iraq War (1980-1988); (2) campaign of US-led coalition to 
make Iraq withdraw from Kuwait (1991) 

Gush Emunim (GOOSH em-oo-NEEM): Group of religiously observant Israeli 
settlers on the West Bank 

Habash, George (HOB-osh): Leader of the Popular Front for the Liberation of 
Palestine, a Marxist Palestinian Arab group 
Habib, Philip (ha-BEEB): US negotiator among Syria, Lebanon, and Israel 
(1981-1982) 

Habsburg (HOPS-burg): German family that ruled over the Holy Roman Empire 
(1273-1806) and Austria (up to 1918) 
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hadith (ha-DEETH): A statement, documented by a chain of reliable witnesses, 
concerning a saying or action of Muhammad, or an action by one of his com¬ 
panions that he approved; hence an authoritative source of the Shari’a 
Haganah (ha-ga-NAH): Jewish Agency’s army in Palestine (1920-1948) 

Hagar (HAH-gar): Abraham’s second wife, mother of Ishmael, ancestor of the 
Arabs 

Haifa: Israel’s main port city 

hajj (HODGE): Muslim rite of pilgrimage to Mecca, or (with a lengthened vowel) 
a Muslim who has completed the pilgrimage rites 
al-Hajjaj (el-haj-JAJ): Authoritarian governor of Iraq (d. 714) 
al-Hakim (el-HACK-em): Fatimid caliph (996-1021), venerated by the Druze 
Hamas (ha-MASS): Palestinian Islamist group 

Hamdanid dynasty (ham-DAH-nid): Arab family with branches ruling in Aleppo 
and Mosul during the tenth century 

Hanafi (HA-na-fee): Most widespread rite of Sunni Muslim jurisprudence, origi¬ 
nating in Iraq, stressing communal consensus as a source of the Shari’a 
Hanbali (HAM-ba-lee): Rite of Sunni Muslim jurisprudence, very strict, requir¬ 
ing that all rules of conduct be based on the Quran and hadith 
Hanif (ha-NEEF): Arab true believer before rise of Islam 
Harawi, Ilyas (HRAH-wee, il-YASS): Lebanon’s president (1989-1995) 
harem: The portion of a Muslim house used by women and young children, not 
open to unrelated males 

Har Homa: New Jewish settlement in Jerusalem’s outskirts, begun by Netanyahu’s 
government in 1997, angering many Palestinians, who call the town Jabal Abu 
Ghunaym 

Harun al-Rashid (ha-ROON er-ra-SHEED): Abbasid caliph (786-809) 
al-Hasa (el-HAH-sa): Oil-rich Gulf coast region of Saudi Arabia 
Hasan (HAH-san): Older son of Ali and Fatima, named by Ali as his successor but 
pensioned off by Mu’awiya; recognized as second Shi’i imam (d. 669) 
Hashimite (HA-she-mite): (1) Member of the family descended from Hashim; (2) 
supporter of an extremist mawali Shi’i sect in late Umayyad times; (3) member of 
the dynasty ruling the Hijaz (1916-1925), Syria (1918-1920), Iraq (1921-1958), 
and Jordan (1921—) 

Haskala (hoss-ka-LAH): Era of Jewish enlightenment during the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries 

Hebrew: Semitic language of ancient and modern Israel 

Hebron (HEB-run): Town in Judea (the West Bank), revered by Jews and Mus¬ 
lims, site of a massacre by a Jewish settler of Palestinians in 1994 
Hellenistic: Pertaining to the society and culture of the Mediterranean area that 
used Greek as its main literary and administrative language 
Heraclius (he-RACK-lee-us): Byzantine emperor (610-641) who repulsed 
Sasanids but later lost Syria and Egypt to the Arabs 
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Hermon (hair-MOAN): Mountain in southwestern Syria, partly occupied by 
Israel since 1967; site of heavy fighting in 1973 
Herut (khay-ROOT): Israel's right-wing party, led by Begin up to 1983; now part 
of the Likud coalition 

Herzl, Theodor (HAIR-tsul, TAY-a-dor): Writer and founder of political Zionism 
(d. 1904) 

Hess, Moses: Early German socialist and advocate of a Jewish state (d. 1875) 

Hijaz (he-JAZZ): Mountainous area of western Arabia 

Hijra (HIJ-ra): Emigration of Muhammad and his followers from Mecca to Med¬ 
ina in 622 (year 1 of the Muslim calendar) 

Hisham (he-SHAM): Umayyad caliph (724-743) 

Histadrut (hiss-tah-DROOT): Israel's major labor union, owner of many busi¬ 
ness enterprises, and manager of health insurance plan 
Hizballah (hiz-BOL-lah): Lebanese Shi'i Islamist party having strong militia 
Holy Sepulcher: Jesus' reputed burial place and a major church in Jerusalem 
Hudaybiya (hoo-day-BEE-ya): Treaty made by Muhammad with the Meccans in 
628, enabling Muslim emigrants to make the hajj 
Hulegu (HEW-le-gew): Mongol ruler (d. 1265), Jenghiz Khan’s grandson, who ex¬ 
tended Mongol conquest of Persia and Iraq and founded the Il-Khanid dynasty 
Hunkar-Iskelesi (HOON-kyar-iss-KELL-e-see): An 1833 treaty that made the Ot¬ 
toman Empire virtually a Russian protectorate 
Husayn (hoo-SAYN): Younger son of Ali and Fatima, killed in an anti-Umayyad 
revolt at Karbala (680), hence a martyr for Shi’i Muslims, also spelled Hussein 
Husayn: Amir and sharif of Mecca (1908-1924), king of the Hijaz (1916-1924), 
and leader of the 1916-1918 Arab Revolt against the Ottomans 
Husayn: Jordan's king (1952-1999) 

Husayn, Saddam: See Saddam Husayn 
Husayn Kamil: Egypt's sultan (1914-1917) 

Husayn-McMahon Correspondence: Letters exchanged by Amir Husayn and 
Britain’s high commissioner in Cairo (1915-1916), offering British aid for the 
Arabs’ independence in exchange for Arab support against the Ottoman Empire 
al-Husayni, Hajj Amin (el-hoo-SAY-nee, HODGE ah-MEEN): Mufti of Jerusalem 
and early Palestinian nationalist leader (d. 1974) 
ibn: Son of, often used in Arabic names, a cognate of the Hebrew word ben and 
pronounced bin in some dialects 

Ibn Khaldun (ibn-khal-DOON): Noted historian and social thinker (d. 1406) 

Ibn Rushd (ibn-ROOSHD): Muslim philosopher, known as Averroes in Latin 
(d. 1198) 

Ibn Sa’ud (ibn-sa-OOD): Arab leader who conquered most of the Arabian Peninsula 
between 1902 and 1930 and ruler of Saudi Arabia (1932-1953), also called Abd 
al-Aziz ibn Abd al-Rahman 

Ibn Sina (ibn-SEE-na): Muslim philosopher, theologian, and scientist (d. 1037); 
known as Avicenna in Latin 
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Ibrahim (ib-rah-HEEM): Mehmet Ali's son, conqueror and governor of Syria 
(1832-1840), also viceroy of Egypt (1848) 

Id al-Adha (EED el-OD-hah): Arabic term for “Feast of the Sacrifice,” annual 
Muslim holiday commemorating Abrahams obedience to Gods command by 
offering to sacrifice his son, Ishmael (Isma il); tenth day of the pilgrimage 
month 

Id al-Fitr (EED el-FITr): Arabic term for “Feast of the Fast-Breaking,” annual 
Muslim holiday following the Ramadan fast 
ijtihad (ij-tee-HAD): Use of reasoning to determine a specific rule in Islamic law 
Ikhwan (ikh-WAHN): (1) Sedentarized bedouin soldiers for Ibn Sa’ud; (2) mem¬ 
bers of the Society of the Muslim Brothers 
Il-Khanid (il-KHAW-nid): Mongol successor dynasty in Persia (1256-1349) 
imam (ee-MAWM): (1) Muslim religious or political leader; (2) one of the suc¬ 
cession of leaders, beginning with Ali, viewed by Shi'is as legitimate; (3) leader 
of Muslim congregational worship 

Imperial Rescript: Ottoman promise in 1856 of equal rights and status to all sub¬ 
jects, regardless of religion, sometimes called the Hatt-i-Humayun 
Inonu (ee-nuh-NIEW): (1) Site of two Turkish victories over Greeks in western 
Anatolia (1921); (2) surname taken by Ismet, Turkish leader in those battles 
intifada (in-tee-FAW-duh): (1) Palestinian uprising against Israeli occupation 
(1987-1990); (2) Palestinian rebellion that followed Ariel Sharons visit to al- 
Aqsa Mosque in 2000 

iqtci (ik-TAH): Land grant from a ruler for military or administrative services by 
a client 

Iran (ee-RAWN): Preferred name since 1935 for what was Persia 
Iran-Contra Affair: Reagan administrations arms sales to Iran to secure release of 
American hostages in Lebanon and donation of the proceeds to aid Contra in¬ 
surgents in Nicaragua (1986) 

Iran-Iraq War: Ideological and territorial conflict between Iran and Iraq 
(1980-1988) 

Iraq (ee-ROCK): Arabic name for Mesopotamia 

Iraqi National Congress: Organization, led by Ahmad Chalabi, which advocated 
US invasion of Iraq in 2003 to overthrow Saddam Husayn’s government 
Irgun Tzvei Le’umi (ear-GOON TSVAY le-oo-MEE): Right-wing Zionist guerrilla 
group, commanded by Begin and active up to 1948 
Isfahan (iss-fa-HAWN): City in central Iran and Safavid capital (1597-1736) 
Ishmael (ISH-mayl): Mythic ancestor of the Arabs 

Islam (iss-LAM): The religion, now prevalent in the Middle East and many other 
parts of Asia and Africa, believing in one God revealed to a series of prophets, 
ending with Muhammad, to whom the Quran was entrusted 
Islamic Group: Egyptian underground Islamist movement 
Islamic Republican Party: Revolutionary Iran's main political movement 
(1979-1987) 
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Islamist: Pertaining to any person or group advocating government according to 
strict Muslim principles 

Isma’il (iss-ma-EEL): Final legitimate imam, for Seven-Imam Shi’is 
Isma’il, Khedive: Viceroy of Egypt (1863-1879) 

Isma’il Shah: Founder (1501-1524) of the Safavid dynasty 
Isma’ili (iss-ma-EE-lee): Pertaining to Seven-Imam Shi’ism 
Ismet (iss-MET): Turkish general, Turkeys representative at the Lausanne Con¬ 
ference (1923), and president of the republic (1938-1950 and 1961-1965), sur- 
named Inonu 

isnad (iss-NAD): Chain of witnesses verifying a hadith 

Israel (IZ-real or iss-raw-EL): (1) Surname of Jacob and his descendants; (2) an¬ 
cient northern Jewish kingdom; (3) modern Jewish state, located in what used 
to be Palestine 

Israelites: Descendants of Jacob, or Jews; citizens of modern Israel are called 
“Israelis” 

Istanbul (iss-tam-BOOL): Modern name for Constantinople 
Izmir (iz-MEER): West Anatolian city, formerly called Smyrna 
Jabotinsky, Vladimir (zha-buh-TIN-skee): Founder of the Revisionist (right- 
wing Zionist) party (d. 1940) 

Jacobite: Syrian Monophysite Christian 

Jaffa: Port city in Palestine/Israel, now part of Tel Aviv 

al-Jama’a al-Islamiya: Islamist political group prominent in Egypt and other 
countries 

janissary (JAN-i-se-ree): Christian conscript foot soldier in the Ottoman army, 
converted to Islam and trained to use firearms 
Jarring, Gunnar (YAR-ring, GUN-nar): UN mediator between Israel and the 
Arab states (1967-1971) 

Jem: Brother and rival to Ottoman Sultan Bayezid II (d. 1495) 

Jemal (je-MAWL): Young Turk leader and Syria’s governor (d. 1922) 

Jenghiz Khan (JENG-giz KHAWN): Mongol warrior, conqueror, and ruler of 
most of Asia (d. 1227); also called Genghis Khan 
Jerusalem: Judea’s main city; major religious center for Jews, Christians, and Mus¬ 
lims; proclaimed by Israel as its capital 

Jewish Agency: Organization set up under the Palestine mandate to work with 
Britain toward the Jewish national home; later charged with aiding Jewish im¬ 
migration and absorption into Israel 

Jewish National Fund: Zionist land-purchasing and development agency in Pales- 
tine/Israel, founded in 1901 

jihad (jee-HAD): (1) Defense of Islam against attackers; (2) Muslim struggle 
against evil within oneself, one’s associates, and the umma ; (3) name of several 
Islamist groups 

jinn : In Muslim belief, invisible creatures living on earth, capable of doing good 
or harm 
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jizya (JlZ-ya): Per capita tax paid by non-Muslim males living under Muslim rule 
up to the nineteenth century 

Jordan, Hashimite Kingdom of: State formed from the Emirate of Transjordan 
and parts of Arab Palestine (commonly called the West Bank) annexed by Ab¬ 
dallah in 1948 

Jordan River: River flowing through Syria, Jordan, and Israel 
Judea: Mountainous area of eastern Palestine/Israel 

Jumayyil, Amin (zhe-MYE-yel, ah-MEEN): President of Lebanon (1982-1988); 
also spelled Gemayel 

Jumayyil, Bashir (ba-SHEER): Prominent Phalangist leader, elected Lebanon’s 
president in 1982 but killed before he could take office 
Jumblat, Kamal (zhum-BLOT, ke-MAL): Lebanese Druze leader (d. 1977) 

Junayd, Shaykh (joo-NAYD): Turcoman Shi’i Sufi leader of the Safavids in Azer¬ 
baijan (d. 1460), grandfather of Shah Ismail 
Jundishapur (joon-dee-shah-POOR): Sasanid and Muslim center of learning 
Justice Party: Turkey’s conservative party (1961-1980) 

Justice and Development Party: Turkey’s moderate Islamist movement, in power 
since 2002 

Ka’ba (KAH-ba): Muslim shrine in Mecca housing the Black Stone, serving as the 
focal point for the hajj , and setting the direction for Muslim worship 
Kabul (KAW-bul): Capital of Afghanistan 
Kalb (KELB): Southern Arab tribe important in early Islam 
Kamil, Mustafa (KA-mel, moos-TAH-fa): Egyptian nationalist (d. 1908) 

Kapu Kullar (KAH-puh kul-LAWR): Slaves of the Gate; sultan’s officers or offi¬ 
cials, hence members of the Ottoman elite 
Karama (ka-RAH-may): Jordanian village, site of 1968 Israeli attack against 
which Palestinian fidaiyin claimed victory 
Karbala (KAR-ba-la): Iraqi city, site of Husayn’s uprising and martyrdom (680); 

since then a Shi’i pilgrimage center 
Karlowitz: 1699 treaty in which Ottomans ceded Hungary to Austria 
Karzai, Hamid (kar-ZYE, HA-med): Afghan leader, elected president in 2004 
al-Kawakibi, Abd al-Rahman (el-ka-WA-ke-bee, AB-dur-rah-MAN): Arab na¬ 
tionalist writer (d. 1902) 

Kemal, Mustafa (Ataturk) (ke-MAWL, MOOS-ta-fa [a-ta-TEWRK]): Turkish 
general, nationalist leader, and westernizing president (d. 1938) 

Kemalism: Kemal’s principles of Turkish nationalism and westernizing reform 
Khadija (kha-DEE-ja): Muhammad’s first wife (d. 619) 

Khalid ibn al-Walid (KHA-lid ib-nel-wa-LEED): Arab general; conqueror of Ara¬ 
bia, Syria, Iraq, and Persia 

Khamanei, Ayatollah Seyed Ali (kha-ma-NAY-ee): Khomeini’s successor as Iran’s 
faqih 

kharaj (kha-RODGE): Land tax paid by peasants on produce 
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Kharijite (KHA-re-jite): “Seceder” who opposed Ali after he accepted arbitration 
of the Battle of Sifftn (657) and killed him (661); later an anarchist group be¬ 
lieving that any sinless Muslim could be caliph 
Khartum (khar-TOOM): (1) Capital of the Sudan; (2) site of 1967 Arab summit 
opposing peace negotiations with Israel 
Khatami, Mohammad (KHAW-ta-mee): Iran’s president (1997-) 

Khazar (KHAH-zar): Turkic tribe north of the Caspian, which converted to Ju¬ 
daism in the eighth century 

khedive (khe-DEEV): Title of Egypt’s viceroy (1867-1914) 

Khomeini, Ayatollah Ruhollah (kho-MAY-nee): Leader of Islamic revolution in 
Iran (1978-1979) and faqih (1979-1989) 

Khurasan (kho-ra-SAWN): Persian province east of Caspian Sea; center of many 
dissident movements in early Islamic history 
Khuzistan (khoo-ze-STAWN): Oil-rich province of southwestern Iran 
Khwarizm (KHAW-rezm): Region south of the Aral Sea 

Khwarizm-Shah (khaw-rezm-SHAH): Central Asian Turkic dynasty (1077-1231) 
defeated by Jenghiz Khan 

kibbutz (pi. kibbutzim) (kee-BOOTS, kee-boo-TSEEM): Jewish settlement in Is¬ 
rael, initially agricultural, now mainly industrial, in which most property is 
collectively owned 

al-Kindi (el-KIN-dee): Muslim philosopher and scientist (d. 873) 

King-Crane Commission: US committee sent by 1919 Paris Peace Conference to 
ascertain Syrian and Palestinian aspirations, but its report, sympathetic to 
Arab nationalism, was not acted upon 

Kitchener, Lord (KITCH-ner): Commander of Anglo-Egyptian army that retook 
the Sudan (1896-1898), who later became the British consul-general in Egypt 
(1911-1914) 

kizilbash (KEE-zel-bosh): Shi’i Turks, especially Safavid horse soldiers 
Knesset: Israel’s unicameral legislature 

Konya: Southern Anatolian city, capital of the Rum Seljuk state (1077-1300) 
Koprulu (kuh-prew-LIEW): Family of Ottoman viziers 
Koran: See Quran 

Kosovo, Battle of (KOH-so-vo): Site of 1389 Ottoman victory over Serbia 
Kufa (KOO-fa): Iraqi garrison town founded by Umar; later an important com¬ 
mercial and intellectual center 

kufiya (kef-FEE-ya): White or colored headcloth worn by men in Arabia and parts 
of the Fertile Crescent 

Kunaitra (koo-NAYT-ra): Main city in the Golan Fleights, captured by Israel in 
1967, fought over in October 1973, and returned to Syria in 1974 
Kurd: Member of linguistic-cultural group concentrated in southeastern Turkey, 
northern Iraq, northwestern Iran, and parts of Syria 
Kurdish Workers Party: Kurdish independence movement that rebelled in SE 
Turkey (1984-1999) 
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Kurdistan: Autonomous state projected by Treaty of Sevres (1920) and still de¬ 
sired by many Kurdish nationalists 

Kuwait (koo-WAYT): Oil-rich principality on the Gulf, occupied by Iraq from 
August 1990 to February 1991 

Labor Alignment: Coalition of Israel's labor parties, ruling up to 1977, governing 
jointly with the Likud (1984-1990), and in power from 1992 to 1996 and 1999 
to 2001 

Lahud, Emile (la-HOOD, ay-MEEL): Lebanon's president (? -2004), backed by 
Syria 

Lakhmid (LAWKH-mid): Arab tribe near Iraq, prominent before Islam and usu¬ 
ally allied with the Sasanids 

Lampson, Sir Miles: British high commissioner and ambassador in Egypt 
(1934-1946) 

Lausanne (loe-ZAHN): (1) 1923 conference and treaty between Turkey and the 
World War I Allies, replacing the Treaty of Sevres; (2) abortive 1949 peace con¬ 
ference between Israel and the Arab states 
Lawrence, T. E.: British intelligence officer who aided the Arab Revolt; gifted 
writer and advocate of Arab nationalism (d. 1935) 

Lepanto, Battle of (le-PAHN-toe): European naval victory over Ottomans (1571) 
Levantine: Pertaining to the Levant or the eastern shores of the Mediterranean, or 
to its inhabitants, especially non-Muslims 
Likud (lee-KOOD): Coalition of Israel's right-wing parties, in power from 1977 
to 1984, in coalition with Labor (1984-1990 and 2001-2003) and with the reli¬ 
gious parties (1990-1992,1996-1999, and 2003-2004) 

Loya Jirga (LAW-ya JEER-ga): Meeting of Afghan tribes, notably in 2003 
Macedonia: Much-disputed area of northern Greece and southern Yugoslavia 
madhhab (MEDH-heb): Sunni legal rite or school 
madrasa (MED-ra-sah): Muslim school, especially for law 
mahdi (MEH-dee): Rightly guided one, precursor of the Judgment Day 
Mahdi of the Sudan: Muhammad Ahmad (d. 1885), leader of successful Sudanese 
rebellion against Egyptian rule 

Mahmud II (mah-MOOT): Ottoman sultan (1808-1839) and westernizing 
reformer 

Mahmud of Ghazna (mah-MOOD): Ghaznavid ruler (998-1030) 

Majlis (MODGE-liss): Iran's bicameral legislature 

Maliki (MA-li-kee): Rite of Sunni Muslim jurisprudence, which originated in 
Medina and stresses use of hadiths as authoritative legal sources 
Malikshah (ma-lik-SHAH): Seljuk sultan (1072-1092) 

mamluk (mem-LOOK): (1) Turkish or Circassian slave soldier; (2) (cap.) mem¬ 
ber of a military oligarchy ruling Egypt (1250-1517) and Syria (1260-1516) 
and retaining power in some areas up to the nineteenth century 
Mamun (ma-MOON): Abbasid caliph (813-833) 
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mandate: (1) Commission given by the League of Nations to a Western power to 
prepare a former territory of Germany or the Ottoman Empire for eventual 
self-rule; (2) a country governed under this tutelary relationship 
Manichaeism (ma-ni-KEE-izm): Dualistic religion formulated by Mani, a third- 
century Persian, calling for the liberation of the body from the soul by various 
ascetic spiritual exercises, strong formerly in Iraq, Persia, and some parts of 
Central and East Asia 

al-Mansur, Abu-Ja’far (AH-boo JAH-far el-man-SOOR): Abbasid caliph 
(754-775) who began the construction of Baghdad 
Manzikert, Battle of (man-zi-KERT): Seljuk victory over the Byzantines (1071) 
Mapai (ma-PIE): Israels moderate labor party 
marches: Frontier areas between two countries or cultures 
Maronite: Pertaining to a Christian sect, mainly in northern Lebanon, whose dis¬ 
tinguishing belief is that Christ contained two natures within one will and 
which has been in communion with the Roman Catholic church since the 
Crusades 

Marwan I (mar-WAHN): Umayyad caliph (684-685) 

Marxism: System of socialist thought, founded by Karl Marx and others, which 
teaches that capitalism must be overthrown by a revolution leading to a work¬ 
ers’ state, which will later give way to a classless and harmonious society; ac¬ 
cepted by some Middle Eastern leaders at various times 
mawla (pi. mawali) (MOW-la, ma-WA-lee): (1) Client member of Arab tribe, en¬ 
titled to protection but not all membership privileges; (2) non-Arab convert to 
Islam during the early Arab conquests 

McMahon, Henry: British high commissioner in Egypt (1914-1916), who initi¬ 
ated the Husayn-McMahon Correspondence 
Mecca: Birthplace of the Prophet Muhammad and chief commercial and pilgrim¬ 
age center of western Arabia 

Medina (ma-DEE-na): Northwest Arabian farming oasis, formerly Yathrib, to 
which Muhammad and his followers went in 622 
Mehmet I (meh-MET): Ottoman sultan (1413-1421) 

Mehmet II: Ottoman sultan (1451-1481), conqueror of Constantinople 
Mehmet Ali: Albanian adventurer who took control of Egypt and instituted 
many westernizing reforms (1805-1849), also called Muhammad Ali 
Meir, Golda (may-EER): Israel’s prime minister (1969-1974) 

Mersin (mer-SEEN): Port city in southern Anatolia 

Mesopotamia: Greek name for the land between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, 
especially Iraq 

Messiah: According to the Bible, the expected deliverer of the Jewish people and, 
according to Christians, Jesus Christ 

Middle East Supply Center: Cairo-based British organization that coordinated 
manufacturing and distribution in Arab states and Iran during World War II 
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Midhat (mit-HOT): Ottoman liberal reformer (d. 1884) 

millet (mil-LET): Ottoman political-social community based on religious mem¬ 
bership and whose leaders were named by the sultan 
Milner, Lord: British statesman who headed 1919 commission of inquiry to Egypt 
and later negotiated unsuccessfully with Sad Zaghlul 
minaret: Turkish name for the mosque tower from which a muezzin calls Mus¬ 
lims to worship five times daily 

Mithraism: Ancient Persian religion involving various mystery rites limited to 
men; popular among Roman soldiers and competing in the empire against 
Christianity in the third century 

Mitla Pass: Strategic point in the western Sinai, captured by Israel in 1956 and 
1967 and ceded to a UN buffer force in 1975 
Mixed Courts: Egyptian tribunals for civil cases involving foreign nationals 
(1876-1949) 

Mizrachim (miz-ra-KHEEM): Jews whose ancestors came from Spain, Portugal, 
or the Muslim world; sometimes called Sephardim 
Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi (moe-HAHM-mad REH-za shah pah-luh-VEE): 

Iran’s shah (1941-1979) 
mollah (MUL-la): Persian Muslim teacher 

Mongol: Nomadic horseman from northeastern Asia; member of a tribal coali¬ 
tion that under Jenghiz Khan and his descendants overran most of Asia in the 
thirteenth century 

Monophysite (muh-NAW-fiz-ite): Pertaining to (mainly Middle Eastern) Chris¬ 
tians who believe that Christ had only one nature, wholly divine; view con¬ 
demned by the Council of Chalcedon in 451 
Monotheistic: Pertaining to belief in one god, as in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam 
Morea (mo-REE-a): The Peloponnesus, or southern Greece 
Mosaddiq, Mohammad (mos-sa-DEGH): Iranian nationalist prime minister 
(1951-1953), who nationalized the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company and was later 
ousted in a coup engineered by the shah, the British, and the CIA (d. 1967) 
mosque: Place of communal worship for Muslims 

mostaz’afan (mos-TAZ-a-FAWN): People who have been dispossessed as a result 
of westernizing policies 
Mosul (MOE-sel): City in northern Iraq 
Mu’awiya (moo-AWE-wee-ya): Umayyad caliph (661-680) 

Mubarak, Husni (moo-BAH-rak, HOOS-nee): Egypt’s president (1981—) 

Mudros: Aegean island on which the Ottoman Empire surrendered to World War I 
Allies in 1918 

muezzin (moo-EZ-zin): Man who calls other Muslims to communal worship, 
usually from a mosque roof or minaret balcony 
mufti (MOOF-tee): (1) Sunni Muslim legal consultant; (2) in modern times, 
leader of the ulama in a Sunni Muslim state 
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Mughal: See Timurid dynasty 

Muhammad (moo-HOM-mad): Arab religious leader, born in Mecca and 
founder of the Islamic uraraa, viewed by Muslims as God’s messenger, whose 
revelations were recorded in the Quran 
Muhammad: Khwarizm-Shah leader defeated by Jenghiz Khan 
Muhammad al-Muntazar (el-moon-TAZ-er): Last of the twelve legitimate 
imams, who vanished around 874 but is expected, by Twelve-Imam Shi’is, to 
return someday 

Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab (ibn AB-dul-wah-HAB): Founder of the Wah¬ 
habi movement in the eighteenth century 
muhtasib (MOOH-ta-sib): Muslim market inspector 

mujtahid (MOOJ-ta-hid): Learned Muslim who interprets the Shari’a, especially 
in Shi’i jurisprudence 

Mukhtar (mookh-TAHR): Leader of Kufa rebellion (685-687) 
multezim (MOOL-te-zim): Ottoman tax collector allowed by the government to 
keep a share of what he collected 
Murad I (moo-ROT): Ottoman sultan (1360-1389) 

Murad II: Ottoman sultan (1421-1451) 

Murad IV: Ottoman sultan (1623-1640) 
muruwwa (mu-ROO-wa): Pre-Islamic code of Arab virtues 
Muslim (MOOS-lim): (1) A person who submits to God’s will; (2) anyone who 
believes that God revealed the Quran to Muhammad 
Muslim Brothers, Society of the: Political group, strong in Egypt (1930-1952, 
1978-) and in several other Arab countries, calling for an Islamic political and 
social system and opposing Western power and cultural influence 
Mu’tazila (muh-TA-zee-la): Rationalist formulation of Islamic theology, stressing 
that God created the Quran 

Nader Afshar (NAW-der awf-SHAWR): Military leader who became shah of Per¬ 
sia (1736-1747), expelled Afghan invaders, and conquered part of India 
Nagib, Muhammad (ne-GEEB): Titular leader of 1952 Egyptian revolution 
al-Nahhas, Mustafa (en-nah-HASS, moos-TAH-fa): Leader of Egypt’s Wafd Party 
(1927-1952) 

Najaf (NED-jef): Iraqi city where Ali was assassinated (661), hence a Shi’i pil¬ 
grimage center 

Nasir, Gamal Abd al- (NAW-ser, ga-MAL AB-dun): Leader of the 1952 military 
coup that ousted Egypt’s monarchy; later prime minister, then president 
(1954-1970); also called Nasser 

Nasirism: Western term for Nasir’s political philosophy and program, including 
nationalism, neutralism, and Arab socialism 
Nasiruddin Shah (NAW-ser ud-DEEN): Qajar ruler (1848-1896) 

Nasser: See Nasir, Gamal Abd al- 

National Charter: 1962 Egyptian document describing the goals of Arab socialism 
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National (Liberation) Front: Aden's successful independence movement in 1967 
National Pact: 1943 power-sharing agreement among Lebanon's religious and po¬ 
litical groups 

National Party: Egyptian movement seeking independence from foreign control, 
led by Urabi in 1881-1882 and by Mustafa Kamil in 1895-1908 
National Religious Party: Party of observant Jews in Israel 
nationalism: (1) Desire of a group of people to preserve or obtain common state¬ 
hood; (2) ideology stressing loyalty to the nation-state or seeking indepen¬ 
dence of a national group 

Nationalist Party: Syria's main party after World War II 
Negev (ne-GEV): Desert in southern Israel 

Neoconservative: Member of a political group, mainly American, that advocates a 
militantly pro-US policy in the Middle East and favors supporting Israel and 
invading Iraq 

Neoplatonist: Supporter of a philosophical system, founded in the third century, 
based on Plato's ideas and common in the Middle East up to the Arab conquests 
Nestorian: Pertaining to Christians who believe in Christ's separate divine and 
human natures, condemned at the 430 Council of Ephesus 
Netanyahu, Benjamin (ne-tan-YAH-hoo): Israel’s prime minister (1996-1999) 
New Ottomans: Turkish political movement in the 1870s demanding a constitu¬ 
tion, parliamentary government, and other westernizing reforms 
Nicaea (nye-SEE-ya): Northwest Anatolian city, site of the Christian church coun¬ 
cil in 325 that accepted the Trinitarian view of the nature of God: Father, Son, 
and Holy Spirit 

9/11 or Nine-Eleven: Coordinated attack by Arab militants who hijacked Ameri¬ 
can passenger jets and flew them into New York's World Trade Center and 
Washington’s Pentagon Building, so named for September 11 (2001), the date 
of the attacks 

nizam-i-jedid (ne-ZAWM-e-je-DEED): Military reform program promulgated by 
Selim III but crushed by the janissaries in 1807 
no-fly zones: areas in which Iraq was forbidden by the US to fly military planes 
between 1991 and 2003 

Noble Rescript of the Rose Chamber: 1839 Ottoman promise of judicial and ad¬ 
ministrative reforms; sometimes called the Hatt-i-Sherif of Gulhane, ushering 
in the Tanzimat era 

Nur al-Din (NOOR-ed-DEEN): Zengid sultan of Mosul and Damascus 
(1146-1174) 

Nuri al-Sa’id (NOOR-ees-sa-EED): Pro-Western Iraqi leader, killed in 1958 
revolution 

October War: War started by Egypt and Syria in 1973 to regain lands occupied by 
Israel since 1967; also called the Yom Kippur War or Ramadan War 
olim (oh-LEEM): Jewish immigrants to Israel 
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Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC): A group formed in 
1960 to maintain a minimum price for oil 
Orhan (or-HAHN): Ottoman sultan (1326-1360) 

Osama bin Laden: see Bin Laden, Osama 

Oslo: (1) Site of secret Israeli-PLO negotiations (1992-1993); (2) Term applied to 
1993 Declaration of Principles; (3) Term applied to 1995 Israeli-PLO agreement 
Osman I (oss-MAHN): First Ottoman sultan (ca. 1280-1326) 

Osmanli (oss-MAHN-lih): Pertaining to descendants of Osman I, their soldiers 
and administrators, or their language 

Ottoman Decentralization Party: Liberal political movement favored by moder¬ 
ate Arab nationalists before World War I 

Ottoman Empire: Multinational Islamic state (1299-1922) that began in north¬ 
western Anatolia and spread through the Balkans, most of southwest Asia, 
Egypt, and coastal North Africa 

Ottomanism: Identification with the Ottoman Empire (as opposed to separatist 
nationalism), encouraged by early westernizers 
Oxus River: Roman name for the Amu Darya, a Central Asian river flowing from 
the Pamir Mountains northwest to the Aral Sea 
Ozal, Turgut (ew-ZAL, tewr-GEWT): Turkey’s prime minister (1983-1989) and 
president (1989-1993) 

Pahlavi (pah-luh-VEE): (1) Pre-Islamic Persian language; (2) ruling family of 
Iran (1925-1979) 

Palestine: (1) Geographical term for southern Syria; (2) name of the British man¬ 
date from 1922 to 1948; (3) term preferred by many Arabs for some or all of 
the lands currently governed by the State of Israel 
Palestine (Self-Governing) Authority: Political organization set up by Oslo I 
agreement to administer areas relinquished by Israel to the Palestinians 
Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO): Group formed in 1964 by Arab heads 
of state, now the umbrella for most Palestinian military, political, economic, 
and social organizations 

Palestinian: Inhabitant of Palestine; now the term used for Arabs who live in 
Palestine, came from there, or descend from emigrants from that land 
Palmyra: Ancient Arab city in central Syria that challenged Roman power in the 
third century 

pan-Arabism: Movement to unite all Arabs in one state 

pan-Islam: Idea or movement calling for unity of all Muslims, promoted by some 
Ottoman sultans and some popular leaders 
pan-Slavism: Movement to unite all Slavs, especially under Russian leadership 
pan-Turanism: Movement to unite all peoples speaking Turkic languages 
Paris Peace Conference: Meeting of the victorious Allies after World War I to es¬ 
tablish peace in Europe and the Middle East 
Parthian: Persian dynasty (248 B.C.E-227 C.E.) preceding the Sasanids 
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Partition Plan for Palestine: Proposed division of the Palestine mandate into Jew¬ 
ish and Arab states, approved by the UN General Assembly in 1947 
Passfield White Paper: British official report blaming both Jews and Arabs for the 
1929 Wailing Wall riots in Palestine 

Peel Commission: British committee that visited Palestine in 1937 and first rec¬ 
ommended partition into Jewish and Arab states 
People’s Assembly: Popularly-elected chamber of Egypt’s parliament since 1971 
People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen: Name used (1969-1990) for what used 
to be called Aden and the Aden Protectorate, then South Arabian Federation, 
then South Yemen 

Peres, Shim’on (PER-es, shim-OAN): Israels prime minister (1984-1986), Labor 
Party leader (1977-1992), foreign minister (1992-1996), and acting prime min¬ 
ister (1995-1996) 

Permanent Mandates Commission: League of Nations body supervising man¬ 
dates’ administration 
Persia: Name used for Iran to 1935 

Persian Gulf: a body of water separating Iran from the Arabian Peninsula and 
connecting the Shatt al-Arab to the Arabian Sea 
Persian Gulf War: See Gulf War 

petrodollars: Dollars earned by oil-exporting countries 

Phalanges (fa-LAHNZH): Paramilitary organization dedicated to preserving Ma- 
ronite Christian dominance in Lebanon 
Pinsker, Leo: Russian Zionist, author of Auto-Emancipation (1882) 

PKK: see Kurdish Workers Party 

pogrom (puh-GRAWM): Organized massacre of Jews 

Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine: Marxist Palestinian group, noted 
for its airplane hijackings and led by George Habash 
Port Said (sa-EED): Egyptian city at which the Suez Canal meets the Mediterranean 
positive neutralism: Nasir’s policy of not siding with either the communist coun¬ 
tries or the West but seeking to reconcile the two blocs 
predestination: The belief that God has determined what will happen to every liv¬ 
ing person; the opposite of free will 

Prester John: Mythic Christian ruler in East Asia or Ethiopia, thought by some 
medieval Western Christians to be a potential ally against the Muslims 
Punjab (poon-JAWB): A region of northwestern India, now partly in Pakistan 
al-Qadhafi, Mu’ammar (el-gad-DOF-fee, moo-AHM-mer): Libya’s president 
(1969-) 

qadi (KAW-dee): Muslim judge 

Qadisiya (kaw-de-SEE-ya): Central Iraqi region and site of 637 battle in which 
the Arabs defeated the Sasanid Persians 

al-Qa’ida (el-KAW-e-da): Network of militant Islamist organizations, led by 
Osama bin Laden 
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Qajar dynasty (GHAW-jar): Family of Turkic origin ruling Persia (1794-1925) 
qanat (kah-NAWT in Arabic or ghaw-NAWT in Persian): Canal or channel carry¬ 
ing irrigation water underground 

qanun (ka-NOON): A ruler's edict, as opposed to the rules or laws contained in 
the Shari’a 

Qarmatian (kar-MAH-te-an): Member of an Isma’ili Shi’i group that established 
a republic, allegedly practicing communism of property and spouses, in tenth- 
century Bahrain and Arabia 

Qasim, Abd al-Karim (KAW-sem, AB-del-ka-REEM): Iraq’s president (1958-1963) 
and Nasir’s rival in Arab politics 
qawm (KOWM): Arab clan 

Qays (KICE): Northern Arabian tribe, Kalb’s rival in early Muslim times 
Qom (GHOM): Shi’i religious and educational center in Iran 
Qubilai Khan (KOO-bi-lie): Mongol ruler in the late thirteenth century; some¬ 
times called Kubla Khan 

Quran (koor-AWN): The collection of revelations that Muslims believe God 
vouchsafed to Muhammad through Gabriel, and one of the main sources of 
Islamic law, literature, and culture; also called the Koran 
Quray, Ahmad (koo-RAY-uh): Palestinian Authority prime minister (2003-2004) 
Quraysh (koo-RAYSH): Leading tribe of northwest Arabia, especially Mecca 
Rabat Summit (ra-BAWT): 1974 meeting of Arab heads of state, recognizing the 
PLO as the sole Palestinian representative 
Rabin, Yitzhak (ra-BEEN, yits-KHAHK): Israel’s prime minister (1974-1977 and 
1992-1995) 

Rafsanjani, Ali Akbar Hashimi (raf-san-JAW-nee): Iran’s president (1989-1997) 
Ramadan (ra-ma-DAWN): Month of the Arabic calendar during which Muslims 
refrain from eating, drinking, and sexual intercourse from daybreak to sunset, 
commemorating first revelations of the Quran to Muhammad 
Ramallah (ra-MALL-ah): West Bank Palestinian city north of Jerusalem 
Rashid dynasty: Ruling family in northeastern Arabia and rival of the Saudis in 
the early twentieth century 

Rashidun caliphs (ra-shee-DOON): For Sunni Muslims, Muhammad’s successors 
as umma leaders: Abu-Bakr, Umar, Uthman, and Ali 
re’aya (re-AH-ya): Member(s) of the Ottoman subject class 
refugees, Palestinian: Arabs who left their homes in areas now part of Israel, dur¬ 
ing the 1948 or 1967 wars 

Republican People’s Party: Liberal Turkish party founded by Kemal Ataturk 
in 1923 

Reshid, Mustafa (re-SHEET, MOOS-ta-fa): Westernizing Ottoman reformer in 
the early Tanzimat era (d. 1858) 

Revisionist Party: Right-wing Zionist movement founded by Jabotinsky 
Revolutionary Guards: Iranian-organized Islamic guerrilla movement active 
in various Middle Eastern countries 
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Reza Shah Pahlavi (REH-za shah pah-luh-VEE): Iran's ruler (1925-941) 

Rhodes: Mediterranean island; site of the 1949 “proximity talks” between Arab 
states and Israel, mediated by Ralph Bunche 
ridda (RID-da): Rebellion of the Arab tribes against rule from Medina after 
Muhammad's death, quelled under Caliph Abu-Bakr 
Riyadh (ree-YODH): Saudi Arabia's capital; site of 1976 Arab summit meeting 
that tried to end Lebanon’s civil war; also of terrorist attacks against Americans 
in 2003-2004 

Road Map: Plan for Israeli-Palestinian peace, to be achieved in stages, prepared in 
2002 by George W. Bush with European Union, Russia, and the UN, but not 
accepted by Israel 

Rogers Peace Plan: US proposal in 1969-1970 to end the War of Attrition, calling 
on Israel to give back lands occupied since 1967 and on Arabs to recognize Israel 
Rum (ROOM): (1) Arabic, Persian, and Turkish word for Anatolia; (2) collective 
term for Greek Orthodox Christians 
Rumayla: Large oil field shared by Iraq and Kuwait 
Rushdi, Husayn (ROOSH-dee): Egypt's prime minister (1914-1919) 
Russo-Turkish War: Conflict (1877-1878) between Russia and the Ottoman Em¬ 
pire, in which the latter lost land in Anatolia and the Balkans 
Saba (SAH-ba): Ancient Arabian kingdom in Yemen 
Sabah, Al- (sa-BAH, AL): Ruling family of Kuwait 

Sabra (SOB-ra): (1) Jewish native of Israel; (2) Beirut refugee camp, site of Pales¬ 
tinian massacre in 1982 

al-Sadat, Anwar (es-sa-DAT, AN-war): Egypt’s president (1970-1981) 

Saddam Husayn (sad-DAM): Iraq's president (1979-), who began the Iran-Iraq War 
(1980-1988) and invaded Kuwait in 1990, leading to Operation Desert Storm 
Safavid dynasty (SAH-fa-vid): Azerbaijani Turkish family, Sufi at first, that ruled 
Persia (1501-1736) and upheld Twelve-Imam Shi'ism and promoted Persian 
culture 

Safed (sa-FED): City in northern Israel 
Sa’id (sa-EED): Egypt’s viceroy (1854-1863) 

Salah al-Din (sa-LAH ed-DEEN): Arabic name for a Kurdish military adventurer 
who took over Egypt from the Fatimids and Syria from the Zengids, defeated the 
Crusaders in 1187, and regained Jerusalem for Islam but failed to expel the Cru¬ 
saders from Acre; also known as Saladin (r. 1171-1192) 
salam (sa-LAM): Arabic word for “peace,” sometimes having the sense of “truce”; 
also a Muslim greeting 

salat (sa-LAWT): Ritual prayer, or worship, in Islam 

Samanid dynasty (sa-MAWN-id): Persian family that took over Khurasan and 
Transoxiana in the late ninth century and later imported Turkic nomads, such 
as the Ghaznavids and the Seljuks, to serve as border guards 
Samaria: Biblical name used by some Israelis for the northern part of the West Bank 
Samarqand (sa-mar-KAWND): Major city in Transoxiana 
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Samarra (sa-MAR-ra): City in northern Iraq; Abbasid capital (836-889) 
al-Samu’ (es-sa-MOO-ah): Arab village subjected to harsh Israeli reprisal follow¬ 
ing Palestinian border raids in 1966 

Samuel, Sir Herbert: British high commissioner in Palestine (1920-1925) 

San Remo (san RAY-mo): 1920 conference in which Britain and France deter¬ 
mined the mandate borders 
Sanskrit: The classical language of India 

San Stefano (san STEH-fuh-no): Village near Istanbul; site of abortive Russo- 
Turkish Treaty in February 1878 that would have strengthened Russia’s posi¬ 
tion in the Balkans 

Sasanid dynasty (sa-SAW-nid): Persian ruling family (227-651) 

Sa’ud ibn Abd al-Aziz (sa-OOD): Saudi Arabia’s king (1953-1964) 

Sa’ud dynasty: Arab family of Najd supporting Wahhabi doctrines since the reign 
of Muhammad ibn Sa’ud (1746-1765); rulers of most of the Arabian Peninsula 
during the twentieth century 

Saudi Arabia (SOW-dee): Kingdom in the Arabian Peninsula ruled by the Sa’ud 
dynasty 

SAVAK (sah-VAWK): Iran’s secret police under Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi 
Scopus, Mount: Hill northeast of Jerusalem, site of first Hebrew University cam¬ 
pus and Hadassah Hospital, surrounded by Jordanian-held land (1949-1967) 
Security Council Resolution 242: November 1967 statement of principles for 
achieving peace between the Arabs and Israel, accepted by both sides but with 
differing interpretations 

Security Council Resolution 338: Cease-fire resolution ending the October 1973 
war, calling for direct Israeli-Arab talks 

Security Council Resolution 598: Resolution calling for an end to the Iran-Iraq 
War, accepted by Iraq in 1987 and by Iran in 1988 
Selim I (se-LEEM): Ottoman sultan (1512-1520) who conquered Syria, Egypt, 
and the Hijaz 

Selim II: Ottoman sultan (1566-1574) 

Selim III: Ottoman reforming sultan (1789-1807) 

Seljuk (sel-JOOK): (1) Central Asian Turkic tribal leader who adopted Islam in 
956; (2) ruling family descended from Seljuk 
Semitic: Pertaining to a subgroup of Asian languages, including Arabic and He¬ 
brew, having consonantal writing systems, inflected grammars, and structured 
morphologies, or to a speaker of one of these languages 
separation-of-forces agreement: Kissinger’s formula to secure Israel’s withdrawal 
from some lands taken in the October War 
Serbia: Ancient Balkan kingdom, part of Yugoslavia (1918-1991); now an inde¬ 
pendent republic 

Seven-Imam Shi’i: Any Muslim who believes that the true leadership of the umma 
was passed from Ali through a line of heirs ending in Isma’il; also called Isma’ilis 
or Seveners 
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Sevres, Treaty of (SEVR): Abortive treaty imposed by the World War I Allies on the 
Ottoman Empire in 1920; later replaced by the Treaty of Lausanne 
Shafi’i (SHA-fi-ee): Rite of Sunni Muslim jurisprudence, originating in Cairo, 
making considerable use of analogy 
shahid (SHA-hid): Professional witness in Muslim law 

Shajar al-Durr (SHA-jar ed-DOR): Woman ruler of Egypt in 1250; sometimes 
called Shajarat al-Durr 

shaman (sha-MAHN): Pre-Islamic Turkish wizard or soothsayer believed capable 
of communicating with the dead, healing the sick, and preserving tribal lore 
Shamir, Yitzhak (sha-MEER, yits-KHAHK): Israels prime minister (1983-1984 
and 1986-1992), head of the Likud coalition and former Stern Gang leader 
Sham’un, Kamil (sham-OON, ka-MEEL): Lebanon’s President (1952-1958) 

Shari’a (sha-REE-a): The highly articulated code of approved Muslim behavior, 
based primarily on the Quran and sunna and secondarily on analogy, consen¬ 
sus, and judicial opinion 
sharif (sha-REEF): Descendant of Muhammad 

Sharm al-Shaykh (sharm esh-SHAYKH): Fortified point in southern Sinai near 
the Straits of Tiran 

Sharon, Ariel (sha-ROAN, ah-ree-EL): Israeli general, defense minister during Is¬ 
raels 1982 invasion of Lebanon and alleged facilitator of Sabra and Shatila 
killings; prime minister (2001-) 

Shatila (sha-TEE-lah): Beirut refugee camp, site of 1982 massacre of Palestinians 
Shatt al-Arab (shot-el-AFl-rab): Confluence of Tigris and Euphrates rivers, con¬ 
tested in Iran-Iraq War 

shaykh (SHAYKFI): (1) Arab tribal leader; (2) ruler; (3) learned Muslim 
shaykh al-Islam (SFLAY-khul-iss-LAHM): Chief Ottoman legal and religious offi¬ 
cer, appointed by the sultan 

Shaytan (shye-TAWN): Satan, or the devil, in Muslim belief 
Shi’i (SHEE-ee): Muslim who believes that Muhammads leadership of the umma 
was bequeathed to Ali, to whom special legislative powers and spiritual knowl¬ 
edge were vouchsafed 

Shishakli, Adib (she-SHEK-lee, a-DEEB): Syria’s president (1949-1954) 
shofar (SHOW-far): Ram’s horn blown by Jews on religious occasions 
al-Shuqayri, Ahmad (esh-shoo-KAY-ree): First PLO leader (1964-1968) 
shura (SHOO-ra): Council chosen by Umar in 644 to elect his successor 
shuttle diplomacy: Kissinger’s method of mediating between the Arab countries 
and Israel in 1974-1975 

Shu’ubiya (shoo-oo-BEE-ya): Ninth-century literary movement in which Per¬ 
sians sought equal power and status with Arabs 
Sidon: City in southern Lebanon 

Siffin, Battle of (sif-FEEN): Indecisive clash in 657 between partisans of Ali and 
those of Mu’awiya, who wished to avenge Uthman’s death 
Sind: Lower Indus valley region, now part of Pakistan 
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sipahi (se-PAW-hee): Ottoman horse soldier supported by a timar 
Skanderbeg: Fifteenth century Albanian military leader 
Smyrna: See Izmir 

Sogut (suh-EWT): Northwest Anatolian town where Ottoman Empire started 
Stern Gang: Zionist group, also called Lehi, which broke with the Irgun and com¬ 
mitted guerrilla acts in Palestine up to 1949 
Suez Affair: 1956 British, French, and Israeli attack on Egypt, following Nasir’s 
nationalization of the Suez Canal Company 
Suez Canal: Human-made channel between the Mediterranean and Red seas 
Sufi (SOO-fee): Pertaining to Muslim mystics or to their beliefs, practices, or 
organizations 

Sufism: Organized Muslim mysticism 

Suleyman the Magnificent (suh-lay-MAHN): Ottoman sultan (1520-1566) 
sulh (SOOL-h): Comprehensive peace settlement 

sultan (sool-TAWN): Title for ruler of various Muslim states, including the Seljuk 
and Ottoman empires 

sunna (SOON-na): The sayings and actions of Muhammad regarding correct 
Muslim belief or behavior; hence, next to the Quran, the most important 
source of Muslim law 

Sunni (SOON-nee): (1) A Muslim who accepts the legitimacy of the caliphs who 
succeeded Muhammad and adheres to one of the legal rites developed in the 
early caliphal period; (2) careful adherent to Muhammad's sunna 
Sykes-Picot (pee-KOE): Secret pact (1916) among Britain, France, and Russia 
outlining their plan to partition the Ottoman Empire 
Syria: (1) Region east of the Mediterranean, including parts of southern Turkey, 
the Republic of Syria, Lebanon, Israel, Jordan, and the northern Sinai, also 
called the Levant; (2) the Republic of Syria 
Syrian Protestant College: American University of Beirut, up to 1920 
Tabatabai: See Ziya ud-Din Tabatabai, Sayyid 
Tabriz (ta-BREEZ): City in Azerbaijan and early Safavid capital 
Tahirid dynasty (TAW-her-id): Ruling family in eastern Persia (820-873) 

Taif (TAH-if): Mountain city in western Arabia, near Mecca; site of 1989 confer¬ 
ence that restructured Lebanese politics 
Talat (ta-LAHT): Influential Young Turk leader (d. 1921) 

Taliban (taw-li-BAWN): Islamist group that controlled most of Afghanistan 
(1996-2001) 

Tanzimat (tan-zee-MAHT): Program of intensive westernizing reforms by the 
Ottoman government, especially from 1839 to 1876 
Tawfiq (tow-FEEK): Egypt's viceroy (1879-1892) 

Tehran (teh-RAWN): Capital of Persia/Iran since 1794 
Tel Aviv: Coastal city and commercial center in Israel 

Temple: When capitalized, one of several edifices built in Jerusalem as the main 
centers of Jewish worship in biblical times 
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terrorism: Threat or use of violence by individuals, groups, or governments, to 
shock or intimidate a group larger than the immediate victims; often used as a 
propaganda term 

Thrace: Area on the northern shore of the Aegean Sea 
Tigris: The more eastern of Iraq’s two rivers 

timar (tee-MAHR): Land grant by Ottoman sultans for military service 
Timur Leng (tee-MOOR): Central Asian Turkish conqueror of Khurasan, Persia, 
Iraq, and Syria (1369-1405); also known as Tamerlane 
Timurid dynasty: Family descended from Timur, ruling Central Asia in the fif¬ 
teenth century, and later India, where they were called Mughals 
Tiran (tee-RAHN): Straits linking the Gulf of Aqaba to the Red Sea 
Tobacco Boycott: Organized Persian refusal to buy tobacco in 1891-1892 after 
Nasiruddin Shah had sold to a British company the concession to process and 
market the product 

Trans-Iranian Railway: Line linking the Caspian Sea and the Gulf, built under 
Reza Shah 

Transjordan: Emirate or principality east of the Jordan River excised by the 
British from their Palestine mandate in 1921 
Transoxiana: Land northeast of the Oxus River, conquered by the Arabs in the 
eighth century and later invaded successively by Turks and Mongols 
Trench, Battle of the: Unsuccessful Meccan siege of the Medinan Muslims in 627 
tribe: Group of people (often nomadic) sharing real or fictitious descent from a 
common ancestor, as well as common traditions, customs, and leaders 
Tripoli: (1) City in northern Lebanon; (2) twelfth-century Crusader state; 
(3) Libya’s capital city 

Truman Doctrine: US policy statement of 1947 promising aid to Greece and 
Turkey against communist aggression 
Tudeh (too-DAY): Procommunist worker’s party of Iran 
Turk: (1) Speaker of a Turkic language; (2) citizen of Turkey 
Turkish: Pertaining to the language and culture of the Turks 
Twelve-Imam Shi’i: Any Muslim who believes that the umma should have been 
led by Ali and his descendants, of whom the twelfth is hidden but will someday 
return to restore righteousness; also known as Imami, Ja’fari, or Twelver 
Ubaydallah (oo-bay-DUL-la): Founder (909-934) of the Fatimid dynasty, having 
his capital at Mahdiya, near modern Tunis; called the Mahdi (rightly guided 
one) by his followers 

Uhud, Battle of (OH-hood): Meccan defeat of Muslims in 625 
Uighur (oo-ee-GOOR): Turkic people of northwestern China, who ruled a large 
kingdom in the eighth and ninth centuries 
ulama (OO-le-ma): Muslim scholars and jurists 

Umar I (OH-mar): Second of the Rashidun caliphs (634-644); leader of the early 
Arab conquests 
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Umar II: Umayyad caliph (717-720) who reduced discrimination against non- 
Arab converts to Islam 

Umayyad dynasty (om-MYE-yad): Clan of the Quraysh tribe that ruled in Dam¬ 
ascus (661-750) and in Cordoba (756-1030) 
umma (OOM-ma): The political, social, and spiritual community of Muslims 
Uniat Catholics: Christians of various Middle Eastern rites who are in commun¬ 
ion with the Roman Catholic church 
United Arab Emirates: Federation of Gulf principalities 
United Arab Republic: Union of Egypt and Syria (1958-1961) 

United Nations Disengagement Observer Force: International army stationed be¬ 
tween Syria and Israel (1974-) 

United Nations Emergency Force (UNEF): International army between Egypt 
and Israel (1957-1967 and 1974-1979) 

United Nations Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA): International organization 
providing aid and education to Palestinian refugees since 1949 
Urabi, Ahmad (oo-RAH-bee): Egyptian army officer and nationalist who led a 
popular uprising against the Dual Control in 1881-1882 
Uthman (oth-MAHN): Third of the Rashidun caliphs (644-656) 

Uzbeks: Central Asian Turks, sixteenth-century rivals to the Safavids 
Venizelos, Eleutherios (veh-neh-ZAY-los): Greek prime minister during invasion 
of Anatolia (1919-1922) and strong advocate of a greater Greece 
vizier (ve-ZEER): Government minister in a Muslim state; wazir in Arabic 
wadi (WAH-dee): Valley 

Wafd (WAHFT): (1) Unofficial Egyptian delegation to the 1919 Paris Peace 
Conference; (2) Egypt's main nationalist party from 1923 to 1952, revived in 
1978 

Wahhabi (wah-HAH-bee): Puritanical Muslim sect founded by Muhammad ibn 
Abd al-Wahhab, now dominant in Saudi Arabia 
Wailing Wall Incident: Fracas in Jerusalem (1929), leading to widespread Arab at¬ 
tacks against Jews in Palestine 

Wall, the: Israel's “Security Fence,” constructed since 2002 to separate pre¬ 
dominantly Palestinian areas from Israel and from Jewish settlements in the 
West Bank 

waqf ( pi. awqaf) (WAHKF, ow-KAHF): Muslim endowment of land or other 
property, usually established for a beneficent or pious purpose 
Weapons of Mass Destruction: Biological, chemical, or nuclear weapons, espe¬ 
cially applied to those ascribed (incorrectly) to Iraq prior to the US invasion in 
2003; also called WMDs 

Weizmann, Chaim (VITES-man, KHIME): British Zionist leader who helped to 
obtain the Balfour Declaration; Israel's first president (1948-1952) 

Welfare Party: Islamist party that won a plurality of seats in Turkey's 1995 elec¬ 
tions and led a coalition government until 1997 
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West Bank: Area of Arab Palestine annexed by Jordan in 1948 and captured by 
Israel in 1967, called “Judea and Samaria” by some Israelis; partly governed 
by the Palestine Authority since 1996 

Western Wall: Remnant in Jerusalem of the last Temple, revered by Jews, some¬ 
times incorrectly called the Wailing Wall 

White Paper: 1939 British policy statement limiting Jewish immigration and land 
purchase rights within the Palestine mandate, assailed by Zionists 
White Revolution: Broad reform program proclaimed by Iran’s shah in 1963 
Wingate, Sir Reginald: British high commissioner in Egypt (1916-1919) 

Yamit (ya-MEET): Israeli industrial town built in occupied Sinai and destroyed 
before its restoration to Egypt in 1982 

Yarmuk River (yar-MOOK): Tributary of Jordan River, site of Arab victory in 636 
Yathrib (YATH-rib): Original name of Medina 
Yazid I (ye-ZEED): Umayyad caliph (680-683) 

Yemen (YEH-men): (1) Mountainous region of southwestern Arabia; (2) common 
name for the Yemen Arab Republic or “North Yemen”; (3) the People’s Demo¬ 
cratic Republic of Yemen (PDRY) or “South Yemen”; (4) republic formed by the 
union in 1990 of the Yemen Arab Republic and the PDRY 
Yom Kippur War: See October War 
Young Egypt: Egyptian nationalist movement in the 1930s 
Young Turks: Group of Turkish nationalists who took control of the Ottoman 
government in 1908, restored its constitution, and instituted westernizing re¬ 
forms; their main organization was the Committee of Union and Progress 
Zaghlul, Sa’d (zagh-LOOL, SOD): Egyptian nationalist leader (d. 1927) 
zakat (za-KAT): Fixed share of income or property that all Muslims must pay as 
tax or charity for the welfare of the needy 
Zayd: Fifth Shi’i imam, leader of an abortive revolt in the early eighth century, 
and founder of the Zaydi branch of Shi’ism 
Zayd ibn Haritha (ZAYD ibn-ha-REE-tha): Muhammad’s adopted son 
Zaydi Shi’i (ZAY-dee): Muslim who believes that Zayd bequeathed his umma 
leadership to designated successors 

Zaynab (ZAY-nub): Wife of Muhammad’s adopted son, Zayd ibn Haritha, who 
divorced her so that Muhammad might marry her 
Zengi (ZENG-kee): Turkish general who founded a state in Mosul (1127-1146) 
zindiq (zin-DEEK): (1) Muslim heretic; (2) (cap.) Manichaean or supporter of 
any other pre-Islamic Persian religion 

Zionism: (1) Nationalist ideology stressing solidarity of the Jewish people; 

(2) movement to create or maintain a Jewish state, especially in Palestine/Israel 
Zionist: Believer in Jewish nationalism 

Ziya al-Din Tabatabai, Sayyid (zee-yahd-DEEN ta-ba-ta-BAW-ee): Civilian 
leader of 1921 Persian nationalist revolt, which brought Reza to power 
Ziyad ibn Abihi (zee-YAD ibn-a-BEE-hee): Arab governor of Iraq under Caliph 
Mu’awiya 
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Zoroastrianism: Pre-Islamic Persian religion popularized in the sixth century 
B.C.E. by Zoroaster, preaching the existence of a supreme deity and of a cosmic 
struggle between Good and Evil 

Zubayr (zoo-BAYR): Muhammad’s associate who challenged Ali in the 656 Battle 
of the Camel, in which Zubayr died; father of Abdallah ibn al-Zubayr 



Bibliographic Essay 


As we have written this work to introduce the history of the Middle East to college 
students primarily and to the public secondarily, the books and other sources that 
we recommend are chosen for readability and reliability. The selection has not 
been easy, for to quote Ecclesiastes: “Of making books there is no end ” Further¬ 
more, we give special attention to reputable and useful Web sites. 

For well-written syntheses of Islamic history, see Ira M. Lapidus, History of Is¬ 
lamic Societies, 2nd ed. (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002); Albert 
Hourani, History of the Arab Peoples (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1991); and John Esposito, ed., The Oxford History of Islam (Oxford: Oxford Uni¬ 
versity Press, 1999). Marshall Hodgson, The Venture of Islam, 3 vols. (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1974) is a brilliant work of synthesis, but only ad¬ 
vanced students can be expected to read all—or even some—of it. 

This introductory textbook might be read together with a collection of original 
sources in translation; we have several in mind: Marvin E. Gettleman and Stuart 
Schaar, eds., The Middle East and Islamic World Reader (New York: Grove Press, 
2003); Bernard Lewis, Islam: From the Prophet Muhammad to the Capture of Con¬ 
stantinople, 2 vols. (New York: Harper & Row, 1974); William H. McNeill and 
Marilyn Waldman, The Islamic World (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1983); and F. E. Peters, A Reader on Classical Islam (Princeton: Princeton Univer¬ 
sity Press, 1994). Drs. Waldman and William A. Graham edited a useful collection 
called Islamfche, published by the Islamic Teaching Materials Project and distrib¬ 
uted by Inter Documentation of Zug (Switzerland). 


General Research Aids 

A good reference tool for students is Jere Bacharachs Middle East Studies Hand¬ 
book, 2nd ed. (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1986), which contains dy¬ 
nastic tables, lists of rulers, maps, chronology, abbreviations, and other aids. For a 
more specialized reference book, see Trevor Mostyn and Albert Hourani, eds., 
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Cambridge Encyclopedia of the Middle East and North Africa (Cambridge: Cam¬ 
bridge University Press, 1988). The Middle East Network Information Center at 
the University of Texas has a highly articulate Web site that contains information 
on specific countries and the various societies and cultures of the area, links to 
daily newspapers, and specific sections on the Israel-Palestinian Conflict and 9/11 
at menic.utexas.edu. Its link to the Perry-Castaneda Library Map Collection 
makes it a major source for geographers as well as historians. North Park Univer¬ 
sity’s History Department has a World History Chronology that covers Islam and 
the Middle East extensively with links to brief narrative passages, original sources 
in translation, maps, and pictures at campus.northpark.edu/history/webchron. 

While writing this book, we relied often on The Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2nd ed. 
(Leiden: Brill, 1954-2004), 11 of whose 12 volumes are now on CD-ROM. Also 
useful are the Encyclopedia Judaica, 16 vols. (Jerusalem: Keter Publishing House, 
1972), updated and available on CD-ROM (Shaker Heights, Ohio: Judaica Multi- 
media, 1997), and John Esposito, ed., Oxford Encyclopedia of the Modern Islamic 
World, 4 vols. (New York and London: Oxford University Press, 1995). Historical 
atlases include David Nicolle, Historical Atlas of the Islamic World (New York: 
Checkmark Books, 2003); Ismail R. al-Faruqi and Lois Lami’ al-Faruqi, Cultural 
Atlas of Islam (New York: Macmillan, 1986); and Francis Robinson, Atlas of the Is¬ 
lamic World Since 1500 (New York: Facts on File, 1982). For scholarly articles and 
chapters in edited volumes, use the Index Islamicus (London: Mansell, 1955-), 
preferably in the CD-ROM version, which covers the years from 1906 to 1997. A 
few libraries have its annual updates. The printed volumes are cumbersome. 


Chapter i 

Several well-known writers on the Middle East have shared their views on history: 
Sir Hamilton Gibb, Studies on the Civilization of Islam, eds. Stanford J. Shaw and 
William R. Polk (Boston: Beacon Press, 1962); Albert Hourani, Islam in European 
Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991); and Bernard Lewis, 
History — Remembered, Recovered, Invented (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1975). Recent compendia of the views of Middle East historians include 
Nancy E. Gallagher, Approaches to the History of the Middle East (Reading, UK: 
Ithaca Press, 1997); and Thomas Naff, ed., Paths to the Middle East: Ten Scholars 
Look Back (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1993). 

The best introduction to the area s geography remains Stephen H. Longrigg 
and James Jankowski, The Middle East: A Social Geography (Chicago: Aldine, 
1970). Students should then read Colbert C. Held, Middle East Patterns: Places, 
Peoples, and Politics, 3rd ed. (Boulder: Westview Press, 2000). The main societies 
and cultures of the Middle East are surveyed in Dale Eickelmann, The Middle East 
and Central Asia: An Anthropological Approach, 4th ed. (Upper Saddle River, NJ: 
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Prentice-Hall, 2002). For ethnographic data, beginners may refer to Joyce Moss 
and George Wilson, Peoples of the World: The Middle East and North Africa (De¬ 
troit: Gale Research, 1992). 


Chapter 2 

The history of the Middle East before Muhammad is a field unto itself. The best 
introduction now available is William W. Hallo and William Kelly Simpson, The 
Ancient Near East: A History ; 2nd ed. (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 
1997). Also see Milton Covensky’s The Ancient Near Eastern Tradition (New York: 
Harper 8c Row, 1966); and Jacquetta Hawkes, The First Great Civilizations (New 
York: Knopf, 1973). Byzantine history is covered in detail by George Ostrogorsky, 
History of the Byzantine State, trans. Joan Hussey (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers 
University Press, 1986). Beginners may prefer John Julius Norwich, Byzantium: 
The Early Centuries (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1989) and later volumes, or 
Tamara Talbot Rice, Everyday Life in Byzantium (New York: Dorset Press, 1987). 
On the Eastern Christian churches, see Aziz S. Atiya, A History of Eastern Chris¬ 
tianity (South Bend, IN: Notre Dame University Press, 1968). On Zoroastrianism, 
see Janet Kestenberg Amighi, The Zoroastrians of Iran (New York: AMS Press, 
1990); Mary Boyce, The Zoroastrians: Their Religious Beliefs and Practices (New 
York: Routledge, 1985); and Peter Clark, Zoroastrianism: An Introduction to an 
Ancient Faith (Brighton, U.K.: Sussex Academic Press, 1998). For quick reference, 
G. W. Bowersock, Peter Brown, and Oleg Grabar, eds., Late Antiquity (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1999) has detailed articles and short entries. 

General books on Iran (or Persia) require special attention. Probably the best for 
beginners is Elton Daniel, History of Iran (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 2000). 
Advanced students should consult The Cambridge History of Iran, 8 vols. (Cam¬ 
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1968-1991). Increasingly useful is the Encyclo¬ 
pedia Iranica, edited by Ehsan Yarshater (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 
1982-1992; Costa Mesa, CA: Mazda Publishers, 1993-), which has now reached 
vol. 12, or “Historiography.” It is also available online at www.iranica.com/ 
articlenavigator/alphabetical/bodya.html. The Islam Chamber Society has a Web 
site on Iranian history that includes narratives, illustrations, and sources. The Lev¬ 
ant, often called “Greater Syria” also poses a challenge, but start with William W. 
Harris, The Levant: A Fractured Mosaic (Princeton: Markus Wiener Publishers, 
2003), a comprehensive survey. 

The Arabs before Islam are covered in Robert G. Hoyland, Arabia and the 
Arabs: From the Bronze Age to the Coming of Islam (London 8c New York: Rout¬ 
ledge, 2001); and Jan Retso, The Arabs in Antiquity: Their History from the Assyri¬ 
ans to the Umayyads (London 8c New York: RoutledgeCurzon, 2003). Richard 
Bulliet’s The Camel and the Wheel (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
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1975) is an engaging book on domesticating the camel. Translations of early Ara¬ 
bic poetry, traditionally called “pre-Islamic,” include Arthur J. Arberry’s The Seven 
Odes (New York: Macmillan, 1957). 

Surveys of early Arab history include Hugh Kennedy, The Prophet and the Age 
of the CaliphateSy 2nd ed. (London and New York: Pearson Longman, 2004); 
Bernard Lewis, The Arabs in History (London: Hutchinson, 1950; 6th ed., 2002); 
John J. Saunders, A History of Medieval Islam (New York: Routledge, 1978); and 
W. Montgomery Watt, The Majesty That Was Islam (New York: Praeger Publish¬ 
ers, 1974). Start with Saunders. 


Chapter 3 

On the life of the Prophet, start with W. Montgomery Watt’s Muhammad: Prophet 
and Statesman (London: Oxford University Press, 1961) and then try Maxime 
Rodinson’s Mohammed (New York: Pantheon, 1974). Closer to the Muslim spirit 
are Martin Lings, Muhammad: His Life Based on the Earliest Sources (New York: 
Inner Tradition International, 1983); and Karen Armstrong, Muhammad: Biogra¬ 
phy of the Prophet (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 1992). Of the many biographies 
by Muslim writers, those easiest for non-Muslims to read are Seyyed Hossein 
Nasr, Muhammad: Man of Allah (London: Muhammadi Trust, 1982); and Rafiq 
Zakaria, Muhammad and the Quran (New York and London: Penguin, 1991). 

Although the Quran cannot really be translated, English versions help the reader 
who knows no Arabic. The most literary one is Arthur J. Arberry, The Koran Inter¬ 
preted y 2 vols. (New York: Macmillan, 1955); the most technically accurate is Bell’s 
Introduction to the Qur an y revised by W. Montgomery Watt (Chicago: Aldine, 
1970). The authors encourage students to hear a recitation from the Quran. For 
native speakers of English who are not Muslims, this can most easily be done by 
listening to the compact disk included in Michael Sells, Approaching the Quran: 
The Early Revelations (Ashland, OR: White Cloud Press, 1999). 


Chapter 4 

Books by Western writers about Islamic beliefs and practices often betray as¬ 
sumptions that offend Muslims, whereas those written by Muslims may confuse 
instruction about their faith with religious indoctrination. Exceptions in the for¬ 
mer group include Daniel W. Brown, A New Introduction to Islam (Malden, MA: 
Blackwell, 2004); Frederick M. Denny, An Introduction to Islam , 2nd ed. (New 
York: Macmillan, 1994); John Esposito, Islam: The Straight Path , 3rd ed., revised 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2004); and Richard C. Martin, Islamic Stud¬ 
ies: A History of Religions Approach , 2nd ed. (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice- 
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Hall, 1996). Among the latter, see Imam Feisal Abdul Rauf, What’s Right with 
Islam: A New Vision for Muslims and the West (San Francisco: Harper, 2004); 
Seyyed Hossein Nasr, The Heart of Islam: Enduring Values for Humanity (New 
York: HarperCollins, 2004); and Fazlur Rahman, Islam , 2nd ed. (Chicago: Uni¬ 
versity of Chicago Press, 1979). Many books on Islam seem to slight Shi’ism, but 
Moojan Moments An Introduction to Shi’i Islam: The History and Doctrines of 
Twelver Shi’ism (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1985) redresses 
the balance, together with Roy Mottahedeh’s The Mantle of the Prophet (New 
York: Simon & Schuster, 1985). The pilgrimage rites are described in Ali Shari’ati, 
Hajjy 2nd ed., trans. Ali A. Behzadnia and Najla Denny (Houston: Free Islamic 
Literatures, 1978); David E. Long, A Survey of the Contemporary Makkah Pilgrim¬ 
age (Albany: SUNY Press, 1979); Ian R. Netton, ed., Golden Roads: Migration , Pil¬ 
grimage , and Travel in Mediaeval and Modern Islam (Richmond, UK: Curzon 
Press, 1993); and F. E. Peters, The Hajj: The Muslim Pilgrimage to Mecca and the 
Holy Places (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994). Fordham University’s 
Web site, “Click2Religion,” includes in its section on Islam historical narratives, 
excerpts from primary sources in translation, maps, illustrations, and sources. One 
link explains the distinction between primary and secondary sources. A Muslim 
Web site, “Introducing Islam” includes historical information, the five pillars, 
Quran, hadith , and various issues: www.islamonline.net/English/introducingislam/ 
index.shtml. 


Chapter 5 

On the early caliphs, see Wilferd Madelung, The Succession to Muhammad (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 1997), then C. E. Bosworth, The Arabs, Byzan¬ 
tium and Iran (Aldershot, UK: Variorum Reprints, 1996); and Martin Hinds, 
Studies in Early Islamic History (Princeton: Darwin Press, 1996). Short and read¬ 
able biographies of Umar and Mu’awiya (and other early “greats”) can be read in 
Philip Hitti, Makers of Arab History (New York: Harper & Row, 1968). On the 
early conquests, an introductory history in English is Sir John Bagot Glubb, The 
Great Arab Conquests (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1963; Englewood Cliffs, NJ: 
Prentice-Hall, 1964), which should be supplemented by Fred Donner’s The Early 
Islamic Conquests (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1980). Any student con¬ 
templating writing a seminar paper or a thesis for a graduate degree in the history 
of this period or of those covered in Chapters 6-7, should read carefully 
R. Stephen Humphreys, Islamic History: A Framework for Inquiry (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1991), as it defines major historical issues and evalu¬ 
ates the work done so far by Muslim and non-Muslim scholars. The Muslim Stu¬ 
dent Association’s Web site contains biographies of the Rashidun caliphs: www 
.usc.edu/dept/MSA/politics/firstfourcaliphs.html. 
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Chapter 6 

For the period of the High Caliphate, see histories by Sir John Bagot Glubb: The 
Empire of the Arabs (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1963), The Course of Em¬ 
pire (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1965), and Haroon er-Rasheed and the Great 
Abbasids (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1976). Recent scholarly works include 
C. E. Bosworth, The History of the Saffarids of Sistan (Costa Mesa, CA: Mazda Pub¬ 
lishers, 1994); Richard W. Bulliet, Conversion to Islam in the Medieval Period: An Es¬ 
say in Quantitative History (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1979); 
Gerald R. Hawting, The First Dynasty of Islam, 2nd ed. (London: Routledge, 2000); 
Hugh Kennedy, The Early Abbasid Caliphate (London: Croom Helm; Totowa, NJ: 
Barnes 8c Noble, 1981); Jacob Lassner, The Shaping of Abbasid Rule (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1980); Michael Morony, Iraq After the Muslim Conquest 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984); Roy Mottahedeh, Loyalty and Leader¬ 
ship in an Early Islamic Society (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1980); and 
Moshe Sharon, Black Banners from the East: The Establishment of the Abbasid State 
(Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1985). Important for history as well as art is Oleg Grabar, 
The Formation of Islamic Art, rev. ed. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1987). 
A good Web site is www.umich.edu/~iinet/worldreach/assets/docs/crusades/ 
BackArab.html, covering not only the High Caliphate but also linked to the Byzan¬ 
tine Empire and the Crusades. 


Chapter 7 

A good introduction to Turkish history is Clement Dodd’s update to Roderic 
Davison, Turkey, 3rd ed. (Huntingdon, UK: Eothen Press, 1998), to be supple¬ 
mented for the early period by Claude Cahen’s Pre-Ottoman Turkey, trans. 
J. Jones-Williams (London: Sidgwick 8c Jackson; New York: Taplinger, 1968). See 
also a Turkish Web site in English: www.allaboutturkey.com. 

The Crusades are amply treated from a Western point of view. Start with Hans 
Eberhard Mayer, The Crusades, trans. John Gillingham (New York and Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1972), followed by Steven Runciman’s very readable His¬ 
tory of the Crusades, 3 vols. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1951-1954). 
A Muslim perspective appears in Philip K. Hitti, ed. and trans., An Arab-Syrian 
Gentleman and Warrior in the Period of the Crusades (New York: Columbia Uni¬ 
versity Press, 1929; reprinted 1964). Amin Maalouf, The Crusades Through Arab 
Eyes, trans. Jon Rothschild (New York: Schocken Books, 1985) is highly readable. 
Among the many books on Salah al-Din, see Geoffrey Regan, Saladin and the Fall 
of Jerusalem (London: Croom Helm, 1987). 

You can pick up some background on the Mongols from Rene Grousset, The 
Empire of the Steppes, trans. Naomi Walford (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers Univer¬ 
sity Press, 1970); Leo de Hartog, Genghis Khan: Conqueror of the World (London: 
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Tauris, 1989); and David Morgan, The Mongols (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1986). 
Some contemporary sources have been translated and edited in Bertold Spuler’s 
History of the Mongols , trans. Helga Drummond and Stuart Drummond, reprint 
ed. (New York: Dorset Press, 1989). A lecture series shows how the Persians 
adapted and survived: Ann Lambton, Continuity and Change in Medieval Persia 
(London: Tauris, 1988). On Mongol technology, see the following Web site: 
http://www.uwgb.edu/dutchs/WestTech/xmongol.htm. 


Chapter 8 

Many authors, both Muslim and Western, have written synoptic descriptions of 
Islamic civilization. Aside from the works cited earlier, these include Seyyed Hos- 
sein Nasr, Islamic Life and Thought (Albany: SUNY Press, 1985); and Gustave Von 
Grunebaum, Medieval Islam, 2nd ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1953; 
available online). Collaborative efforts include C. E. Bosworth and Joseph Schacht, 
eds., The Legacy of Islam (London and New York: Oxford University Press, 1974); 
John R. Hayes, ed., The Genius of Arab Civilization: Source of the Renaissance, 
2nd ed. (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1983); Bernard Lewis, ed., Islam and the 
Arab World (New York: Knopf, 1976); and Francis Robinson, ed., The Cambridge 
Illustrated History of the Islamic World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1996). 

On the Shari’a, see Joseph Schacht, An Introduction to Islamic Law (London: 
Oxford University Press, 1964); and Noel J. Coulson, A History of Islamic Law 
(Edinburgh: University of Edinburgh Press, 1965). Political thought is covered by 
Ann K. S. Lambton, State and Government in Medieval Islam (London: Oxford 
University Press, 1981). On theology, start with W. Montgomery Watt, Islamic 
Philosophy and Theology (Edinburgh: University of Edinburgh Press, 1962; 
reprint ed., 1985). Sympathetic treatment of Sufism can be found in Seyyed Hos- 
sein Nasr, Sufi Essays (Albany: SUNY Press, 1972); James Fadiman and Robert 
Frager, Essential Sufism (San Francisco: Harper, 1997); and Annemarie Schimmel, 
Mystical Dimensions of Islam (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
1975). Synthesizing recent scholarship on Sufi history is Julian Baldick’s Mystical 
Islam (New York and London: NYU Press, 1989). A synoptic work on Islamic spir¬ 
ituality is John Renard’s Seven Doors to Islam (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1996). Alan Godlas, a professor at the University of Georgia, has an elabo¬ 
rate Web site on Islamic history and institutions (as well as current news and 
opinion) at www.arches.uga.edu/~godlas/home.html. 

The standard women s history is Leila Ahmed, Women and Gender in Islam (New 
Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1992). For this era, see Wiebke Walther, 
Women in Islam: From Medieval to Modern Times, 2nd ed. (New York: Marcus 
Wiener, 1993). See also a Muslim Web site: http://womenshistory.about.com/od/ 
islamandwomen. 
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On the literature of the Muslim peoples, see Edward G. Browne, A Literary His¬ 
tory of Persia, 4 vols. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1928); Sir Hamil¬ 
ton Gibb, Arabic Literature: An Introduction, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1963); Reynold A. Nicholson, A Literary History of the Arabs (New York: Scrib¬ 
ner’s, 1907); and James Kritzeck, Anthology of Islamic Literature (New York: Holt, 
Rinehart, and Winston, 1964). Ibn Khalduns Muqaddimah has been translated 
into English in three volumes by Franz Rosenthal (New York: Bollingen, 1958) 
and abridged by N. J. Dawood (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1967). The 
most readable introduction to Islamic art, profusely illustrated, is Ernst Grube’s 
The World of Islam (New York and Toronto: McGraw-Hill, 1966). 

Some of the technical achievements of Muslims can be gleaned from Andrew 
M. Watson, Agricultural Innovation in the Early Islamic World (Cambridge: Cam¬ 
bridge University Press, 1983); Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Islamic Science: An Illustrated 
Study (London: World of Islam Festival, 1976); and Donald R. Hill, Islamic Science 
and Engineering (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1993). 


Chapter 9 

The textbook’s history of firearms is based on Carlo M. Cipolla, Guns, Sails, and 
Empire (New York: Minerva Press, 1965), and Hodgson, The Venture of Islam, 
cited earlier. 

The Il-Khanid phase of Mongol history is covered by Bertold Spuler in The Mon¬ 
gols in History (New York: Praeger, 1971). A readable introduction to the Mamluks 
is Sir John Bagot Glubb, Soldiers of Fortune: The Story of the Mamlukes (New York: 
Stein 8c Day, 1973). It should be followed by Daniel Pipes, Slave Soldiers and Islam: 
The Genesis of a Military System (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1981). A well- 
documented British Muslim Web site on the Mamluks is http://muslimheritage 
.com/uploads/mamluk.pdf. Beatrice Forbes Manz, The Rise and Fall of Tamerlane 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989) treats early Timurid history, as 
does http://www.geocities.eom/Athens/5246/Timur.html#timurid.html. 

A comprehensive history of the Ottoman Empire, based heavily on Turkish 
sources, is Stanford J. Shaw (with Ezel Kural Shaw in Volume 2), History of the Otto¬ 
man Empire and Modern Turkey, 2 vols. (London, New York, and Melbourne: Cam¬ 
bridge University Press, 1976-1977). Because this work may seem formidable to 
beginners, let us suggest Jason Goodwin, Lords of the Horizon: A History of the Otto¬ 
man Empire (London: Chatto 8c Windus, 1998); Raphaela Lewis, Everyday Life in 
Ottoman Turkey (London: Batsford; New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1971); Justin 
McCarthy, The Ottoman Empire: An Introductory History to 1923 (London and New 
York: Longman, 1997); and Andrew Wheatcroft, The Ottomans (New York: Viking, 
1993). The best general Ottoman Web site is http://www.wsu.edu:8080/~dee/ 
OTTOMAN/CONTENTS.HTM. 
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A vivid account of the Ottoman conquest of Istanbul is Steven Runciman’s The 
Fall of Constantinople, 1453 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1965). On 
Mehmet II, see Franz Babinger, Mehmed the Conqueror and His Time, ed. William 
C. Hickman, trans. Ralph Manheim (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1977). 
Another great sultan is studied in Andre Clot, Suleiman the Magnificent (New York: 
New Amsterdam, 1992). See also Paul Cole, The Ottoman Impact on Europe (Lon¬ 
don: Thames 8c Hudson, 1968); Halil Inalcik, The Ottoman Empire: The Classical 
Age, 1300-1600 , 2nd ed. (New Rochelle, NY: Caratzas Publishing, 1989); and L. S. 
Stavrianos, The Balkans Since 1453 (New York: Rinehart & Co., 1958). Historians 
now analyze economic and social trends in the Ottoman Empire, notably in cities. 
See, for example Edhem Elhem, Daniel Goffman, and Bruce Masters, eds., The Ot¬ 
toman City Between East and West (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 
drawing on their earlier monographs. For Ottoman art and indeed history, see 
http://www.easterncorner.com/art-history.htm. 

The standard work on the Safavids is Roger M. Savory, Iran Under the Safavids 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980). On Isfahan’s art and architecture, 
see Wilfrid Blunt, Isfahan: Pearl of Persia (New York: Stein 8c Day, 1966). For some 
illustrations, try http://isfahan.apu.ac.uk. On relations between the two states, see 
Adel Allouche, The Origins and Development of the Ottoman-Safavid Conflict 
(Berlin: Klaus Schwarz Verlag, 1983); and Michel Mazzaoui, ed., Safavid Persia and 
Her Neighbors (Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press, 2003). J. J. Saunders, ed., 
The Muslim World on the Eve of Europe's Expansion (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: 
Prentice-Hall, 1966) contains some original and readable sources in translation. 


Chapter io 

The Eastern Question was a staple of the vanishing breed of European diplomatic 
historians. The most thorough, albeit arduous, treatment is M. S. Anderson, The 
Eastern Question (London: Macmillan; New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1966). Easier 
for students is A. L. Macfie, The Eastern Question, rev. ed. (London: Longman, 
1996). On British Middle East policy, see Marvin Swartz, The Politics of British 
Foreign Policy in the Era of Disraeli and Gladstone (New York: St. Martins Press, 
1985); and Sir Charles Webster, The Foreign Policy of Palmerston, 2 vols. (London: 
G. Bell, 1951; reprinted 1969). A series of books by Edward Ingrams focuses on 
Persia: Persia: Beginnings of the Great Game in Asia, 1828-1834 (Oxford: Claren¬ 
don, 1979); Commitment to Empire (Oxford: Clarendon, 1981); and Britain's Per¬ 
sian Connection, 1798-1828 (Oxford: Clarendon, 1992). On the Middle Eastern 
rivalry between England and France, see John Marlowe [pseud.], Perfidious Albion 
(London: Elek, 1971). On the two countries’ activities in Egypt, see David S. Lan¬ 
des, Bankers and Pashas (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1958). On 
Britain’s Asian rivalry with Russia, see Peter Hopkirk, The Great Game: The Strug- 
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gle for Empire in Central Asia (New York: Kodansha International, 1994). Leon 
Carl Brown argues that the rules of the Eastern Question influence contemporary 
Middle East policies and politics in International Politics and the Middle East: Old 
Rules, Dangerous Game (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984). For a lec¬ 
ture that offers more detail, see http://www.lib.msu.edu/sowards/balkan/ 
lectl0.htm. The Web site also includes a useful bibliography. 

On the Middle East during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, see (in ad¬ 
dition to works already cited) P. M. Holt, Egypt and the Fertile Crescent, 1516-1922 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1966); Thomas Naff and Roger Owen, eds., 
Studies in Eighteenth-Century Islamic History (Carbondale and Edwardsville: 
Southern Illinois University Press, 1977); William Polk and Richard Chambers, 
eds., The Middle East in the Nineteenth Century (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1967); Alan Palmer, The Decline and Fall of the Ottoman Empire (New York: 
M. Evans & Co., 1992); and M. E. Yapp, The Making of the Modern Middle East, 
1792-1923 (New York and London: Longman, 1987). 

The Modern Middle East, 2nd ed. (New York and London: I. B. Tauris, 2004), 
edited by Albert Hourani, Philip S. Khoury, and Mary C. Wilson, collects schol¬ 
arly articles and book chapters dealing with aspects of Middle East history from 
the Eastern Question to the intifada in an accessible style. Another work, Edmund 
Burke III, ed., Struggle and Survival in the Modern Middle East (Berkeley and Los 
Angeles: University of California Press, 1993), contains biographical sketches of 
Middle Eastern men and women, most of them “ordinary” but some quite fa¬ 
mous, who have lived during the nineteenth or twentieth century. Compare it 
with Robert P. Pearsons Through Middle Eastern Eyes, 4th ed. (New York: Apex 
Press, 2002). Original sources in English translation include M. S. Anderson, ed., 
The Great Powers and the Near East, 1774-1923 (London: Edward Arnold, 1970); 
and J. C. Hurewitz, ed., The Middle East and North Africa in World Politics, 2 vols. 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1975). 


Chapter ii 

For a survey of modern Egyptian history, start with Arthur Goldschmidt, Modern 
Egypt: The Formation of a Nation State, 2nd ed. (Boulder: Westview Press, 2004), 
and then read P. J. Vatikiotis, History of Modern Egypt from Muhammad Ali to 
Mubarak, 4th ed. (Baltimore and London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1991). 
On intellectual changes, see Nadav Safran, Egypt in Search of Political Community 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1961; reprinted 1981). Egypt’s early 
westernization can be traced through Christopher Herold, Bonaparte in Egypt 
(New York: Harper & Row, 1962); Khalid Fahmy, All the Pasha's Men: Mehmed Ali. 
His Army and the Making of Modern Egypt (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 1997); and Helen Rivlin, The Agricultural Policy of Muhammad Ali in Egypt 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1961). The era following Mehmet Ali 



Bibliographic Essay 


509 


is covered in Ehud R. Toledano, State and Society in Mid-Nineteenth-Century 
Egypt (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1990). A new and well-written 
book on the Suez Canal is Zachary KarabelPs Parting the Desert: The Creation of 
the Suez Canal (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2003). On the Web, for Mehmet Ali, 
try http://i-cias.eom/e.o/muhammad_ali.htm and for the Suez Canal, http://www 
.touregypt.net/suezcanal.htm. 

Your study of Ottoman westernization should start with Bernard Lewis, The 
Emergence of Modern Turkey ; 3rd ed. (London and New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2002); and Erik Jan Zurcher, Turkey: A Modern History (London: I. B. Tauris, 
1993; New York: St. Martin's Press, 1994). On Selim III, read Stanford J. Shaw, Be¬ 
tween Old and New (Cambridge, MA.: Harvard University Press, 1971). On the 
Tanzimat era, see Roderic H. Davison, Reform in the Ottoman Empire y 1856-1876 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1963; reprinted 1972); Carter V. Findley, 
Bureaucratic Reform in the Ottoman Empire: The Sublime Porte , 1789-1922 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1980), and Ottoman Civil Officialdom: A 
Social History (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1989); and Serif A. Mardin, 
The Genesis of Young Ottoman Thought (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1962). Also useful is Niyazi Berkes, The Development of Secularism in Turkey (Mon¬ 
treal: McGill University Press, 1964). Leila Fawaz, An Occasion for War: Civil Con¬ 
flict in Lebanon and Damascus in 1860 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1994), tells of an instance where westernizing reforms led to dismal consequences. 
For the Tanzimat, on the Web see http://i-cias.eom/e.o/tanzimat.htm. 

On nineteenth-century Persia, read Abbas Amanat, Pivot of the Universe: Nasir 
al-Din Shah Qajar and the Iranian Monarchy (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1997); Ann K. S. Lambton, History of Qajar Persia (London: I. B. Tauris, 
1987); Guity Nashat, The Origins of Modern Reform in Iran (Urbana: University 
of Illinois Press, 1981); and A. Reza Sheikholeslami, Structure of Central Authority 
in Qajar Iran y 1871-1896 (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1997). Online sources on the 
Qajars can be found at http://www.iranchamber.com/history/qajar/qajar.php and 
http://www.qajarpages.org/. 

Two source collections useful for this and later chapters are Robert G. Landen, 
ed., The Emergence of the Modern Middle East (Cincinnati: Van Nostrand Rein¬ 
hold, 1970); and George Lenczowski, ed.. The Political Awakening of the Middle 
East (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1970). 


Chapter 12 

The rise of Egyptian nationalism during the heyday of British imperialism is cov¬ 
ered in Peter Mansfield, The British in Egypt (New York: Holt, Rinehart 8c Winston, 
1972); Afaf Lutfi al-Sayyid [Marsot], Egypt and Cromer: A Study in Anglo-Egyptian 
Relations (London: John Murray, 1968; New York: Praeger, 1969); and Robert 
Tignor, Modernization and British Colonial Rule in Egypt , 1882-1914 (Princeton: 
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Princeton University Press, 1966). The book on Urabi mentioned in the chapter is 
Alexander Scholch, Egypt for the Egyptians! (London: Ithaca Press, 1981). A newer 
analysis is Juan R. Cole’s Colonialism and Revolution in the Middle East: Social 
and Cultural Origins of Egypt's Urabi Movement (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1993). A Web site useful for Egypt is http://reference.allrefer.com/country- 
guide-study/egypt/egypt37.html. 

On nationalism in Turkey, see David Kushner, The Rise of Turkish Nationalism, 
1876-1908 (London: Frank Cass, 1977); and the works already cited by Niyazi 
Berkes, Bernard Lewis, and Stanford and Ezel Kural Shaw. A popular biography of 
Abdulhamid is Joan Haslip’s The Sultan (New York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston, 
1958). M. Sukru Hanioglu, The Young Turks in Opposition (New York: Oxford Uni¬ 
versity Press, 1995) covers the CUP before it took power; for its later development, 
see Feroz Ahmad, The Young Turks: The Committee of Union and Progress in Turkish 
Politics, 1908-1914 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1969); Ahmet Kansu, The Revolution 
of 1908 in Turkey (Leiden: Brill, 1997); and Erik Jan Zurcher, The Unionist Factor: 
The Role of the Committee of Union and Progress in the Turkish National Movement, 
1905-1926 (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1984). On both Egypt and Turkey, see also the essays 
edited by William Haddad and William Ochsenwald, Nationalism in a Non¬ 
national State (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1977; reprinted 1986). On 
the Web, see http://www.mtholyoke.edu/acad/intrel/ayse.htm for a cogently ar¬ 
gued and documented article about Turkish nationalism. 

On Jamal al-Din al-Afghani, see Nikki Keddie, Sayyid Jamal al-Din “ al-Afghani ” 
(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1972). Keddie has writ¬ 
ten many articles on early Persian or Iranian nationalism, but see also the writings 
of Algar and Cottam cited elsewhere. The Persian constitutionalist movement is 
covered by Janet Afari, The Iranian Constitutional Revolution, 1906-1911 (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1996); Mangal Bayat, Iran's First Revolution: 
Shiism and the Constitutional Revolution of 1905-1909 (New York: Oxford Univer¬ 
sity Press, 1991); and Vanessa Martin, Islam and Modernism in the Iranian Revolu¬ 
tion of 1906 (London: I. B. Tauris, 1989; Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 
1989). Persia’s history during World War I has been largely neglected, but see Mo¬ 
hammad Gholi Majd’s The Great Famine and Genocide in Persia, 1917-1919 (Lan- 
ham, MD: University Press of America, 2003). The rise of the Gulf principalities is 
treated in Frederick F. Anscombe, The Ottoman Gulf: The Creation of Kuwait, Saudi 
Arabia, and Qatar (New York: Columbia University Press, 1997), which refutes 
Iraq’s territorial claims on Kuwait. 


Chapter 13 


On the origins and rise of Arab nationalism, the classic account is George Anto- 
nius’s The Arab Awakening (Philadelphia and New York: J. P. Lippincott, 1939; 
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many reprints). It has been corrected in some details by Sylvia Kedourie’s intro¬ 
duction to Arab Nationalism: An Anthology (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1976). See also Youssef M. Choueiri, Arab Nationalism: A History (Oxford, 
UK, and Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2000); David Dean Commins, Islamic Reform: 
Politics and Social Change in Late Ottoman Syria (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1990); Albert Hourani, Arabic Thought in the Liberal Age, 1798-1939 (Cam¬ 
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983); James Jankowski, ed., Rethinking Na¬ 
tionalism in the Arab Middle East (New York: Columbia University Press, 1997); 
Hasan Kayali, Arabs and Young Turks: Ottomanism, Arabism , and Islamism in the 
Ottoman Empire, 1908-1918 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997); 
Rashid Khalidi et al., eds., The Origins of Arab Nationalism (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1991); Philip S. Khoury, Urban Notables and Arab Nationalism in 
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Henry Kissinger, in Years of Upheaval (Boston: Little, Brown, 1982); Golda Meir in 
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My Life (New York: Dell, 1976); and Boutros Boutros-Ghali in Egypt's Road to 
Jerusalem (New York: Random House, 1997). 

OPEC and Middle Eastern oil attracted much attention after 1973. See 
Dankwart Rustow and John R. Mugno, OPEC: Success and Prospects (New York: 
New York University Press, 1976); Ragaei El Mallakh, ed., OPEC: Twenty Years and 
Beyond (Boulder: Westview Press, 1982); and Benjamin Shwadran, Middle Eastern 
Oil Crises Since 1973 (Boulder: Westview Press, 1986). The OPEC Web site is 
http://www.opec.org/. 

The 1978 peace talks are covered from various angles in Jimmy Carter, Keeping 
Faith: Memoirs of a President (New York: Bantam, 1982); Moshe Dayan, Break¬ 
through: A Personal Account of the Egypt-Israel Peace Negotiations (New York: 
Knopf, 1982); Mohamed Ibrahim Kamel, The Camp David Accords (London and 
Boston: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1986); William B. Quandt, Camp David: Peace¬ 
making and Politics (Washington, DC: Brookings Institution, 1986); and Shibley 
Telhami, Power and Leadership in International Bargaining: The Path to the Camp 
David Accords (New York: Columbia University Press, 1990). Carter’s role is 
stressed at http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/carter/peopleevents/e_peace.html. 
The text of the Camp David Accords are at http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/ 
jsource/Peace/camp_david_accords.html. 

The best books we have seen so far on the Lebanese civil war are Latif Abul- 
Husn, The Lebanese Conflict: Looking Inward (Boulder: Lynne Rienner, 1998); 
Robert Fisk, Pity the Nation , rev. ed. (New York: Thunder’s Mouth/Nation Books, 
2002); Walid Khalidi, Conflict and Violence in Lebanon (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1979); and Itamar Rabinovich, The War for Lebanon, 1970-1985 , 
rev. ed. (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1985). A moving personal account is 
Jean Said Makdisi, Beirut Fragments: A War Memoir (New York: Persea Books, 
1990). See also http://ddc.aub.edu.lb/projects/pspa/conflict-resolution.html. 


Chapter 19 

Thanks to the late Ayatollah Khomeini, the cottage industry for Middle East spe¬ 
cialists is writing books about Islam and its resurgence; you can best start by read¬ 
ing the work of a nonspecialist, Karen Armstrong, Islam: A Short History (New 
York: Modern Library, 2002). See also John L. Esposito, The Islamic Threat: Myth 
or Reality, 3rd ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999); Yohanan Friedman, 
Tolerance and Coercion in Islam: Interfaith relations in the Muslim Tradition (Cam¬ 
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003); Michael Gilsenan, Recognizing Islam: 
Religion and Society in the Modern Arab World , 2nd ed. (New York: I. B. Tauris, 
2000); Ed Hotaling, Islam Without Illusions (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University 
Press, 2003); and Malise Ruthven, Islam in the World, 2nd ed. (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2000). Collections of modern Muslim writings include John J. 
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Donohue and John L. Esposito, eds., Islam in Transition: Muslim Perspectives 
(New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982); and Yvonne Yazbeck Had¬ 
dad, ed., Contemporary Islam and the Challenge of History (Chicago: Kazi Publica¬ 
tions, 1996). Political terrorism is another favorite topic for writers; the book 
most relevant to the Middle East in the 1980s is Robin Wright, Sacred Rage: The 
Wrath of Militant Islam, rev. ed. (New York: Simon 8c Schuster, 1986). In addition, 
see Juan R. Cole and Nikki Keddie, eds., Shi’ism and Social Protest (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1986). Edward Said wrote various books on the errors in 
Western thinking about the Middle East: Orientalism (New York: Pantheon 
Books, 1978) on scholars; The Politics of Dispossession: The Struggle for Palestinian 
Self-Determination, 1969-1994 (New York: Vintage Books, 1995) on policymak¬ 
ers; and Covering Islam (New York: Pantheon Books, 1981) on journalists. 

The year of the Iranian Revolution was a tumultuous one for the Middle East and 
is described in David W. Lesch, 1979: The Year that Shaped the Middle East (Boulder: 
Westview Press, 2001). The Iranian Revolution has been described from various an¬ 
gles. In particular, see Geneive Abdo and Jonathan Lyons, Answering Only to God: 
Faith and Freedom in Twenty-first-Century Iran (New York: Touchstone Books, 
2000); Ervand Abrahamian’s Iran Between Two Revolutions (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1982), as well as his Khomeinism: Essays on the Islamic Republic 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993); Said Amir Arjomand, The Turban 
for the Crown: The Islamic Revolution in Iran (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1988); Shaul Bakhash, The Reign of the Ayatollahs: Iran and the Islamic Revolution 
(New York: Basic Books, 1984); and Robin Wright, In the Name of God: The Khome¬ 
ini Decade (New York: Simon 8c Schuster, 1989), and The Last Great Revolution: Tur¬ 
moil and Transformation (New York: Knopf, 2000). US policy is discussed in David 
Harris, The Crisis: The President, the Prophet, and the Shah (Boston: Little, Brown, 
2004); Stephen Kinzer, All the Shah's Men: An American Coup and the Roots of Mid¬ 
dle East Terror (Hoboken, NJ: Wiley, 2003); and Kenneth Pollack, The Persian Puz¬ 
zle: The Conflict Between Iran and America (New York: Random House, 2004). On 
the hostage crisis, see David Farber, Taken Hostage: The Iran Hostage Crisis and 
Americas First Encounter with Radical Islam (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton Uni¬ 
versity Press, 2005). On the Iran-Iraq War, see Shahram Chubin, Iran and Iraq at 
War (Boulder: Westview Press, 1988); Stephen C. Pelletiere, The Iran-Iraq War: 
Chaos in a Vacuum (New York: Praeger, 1992); and Adam Tarock, The Superpowers' 
Involvement in the Iran-Iraq War (Commack, NY: Nova Science Publications, 1998). 
The official account of the Iran-Contra affair is Lawrence E. Walsh, Iran-Contra: 
The Final Report (New York: Times Books, 1992); the same author's memoir is Fire¬ 
wall: The Iran Contra Conspiracy and Coverup (New York: W. W. Norton, 1997). 
Richard Secord offers a defense in Honored and Betrayed: Irangate, Covert Affairs, 
and the Secret War in Laos (New York: Wiley, 1992). See http://www.totse.com/en/ 
politics/terrorists_and_freedom_fighters/ayal.html for Khomeini's biography; 
http://www.totse.com/en/politics/terrorists_and_freedom_fighters/aya 1 .html on 
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the Iranian Revolution; http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/carter/peopleevents/ 
e_hostage.html on the hostage crisis; http://users.erols.com/mwhite28/iraniraq 
.htm on the Iran-Iraq War; and http://www2.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/nsa/publications/ 
irancontra/irancon.html for the Iran-Contra affair. 

Developments in the Arab states in the 1980s are covered in Saad Eddin 
Ibrahim, The New Arab Social Order: A Study of the Impact of Oil (Boulder: West- 
view Press, 1982); Malcolm Kerr and Sayyid Yassin, Rich and Poor States in the 
Middle East: Egypt and the New Social Order (Boulder: Westview Press, 1982); 
David Lamb, The Arabs: Journeys Beyond the Mirage., 2nd ed. (New York: Vintage, 

2002) ; Kenan Makiya, Cruelty and Silence: War, Tyranny ; Uprising , and the Arab 
World (New York: W. W. Norton, 1993); and Alan R. Taylor, The Arab Balance of 
Power (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 1982). 

A scholarly but readable book on Egypt’s late president is Raymond Hinne- 
busch, Jr., Egyptian Politics Under Sadat, 2nd ed. (Boulder: Lynne Rienner, 1988); 
then read Kirk Beattie, Egypt During the Sadat Years (New York: Palgrave, 2000). 
On Sadat’s Syrian rival, read Patrick Seale, Asad: The Struggle for the Middle East 
(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1988), or Lisa Wedeen, 
Ambiguities of Domination (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999). On Iraq, 
see Marion Farouk-Sluglett and Peter Sluglett, Iraq Since 1958: From Revolution to 
Dictatorship, rev. ed. (London: I. B. Tauris, 1991) and on the Web (current as of 
1988) http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/iqtoc.html. A readable introduction to Saudi 
Arabia is Sandra Mackey’s The Saudis: Inside the Desert Kingdom (New York: 
NAL/Dutton, 1990). 

Israel in the 1980s is covered well in Thomas Friedman, From Beirut to Jerusalem, 
2nd ed. (New York: Anchor Books, 1995); Amos Oz, In the Land of Israel trans. 
Maurie Goldberg-Bartura (New York: Vintage Books, 1983); Don Peretz, The Gov¬ 
ernments and Politics of Israel 3rd ed. (Boulder: Westview Press, 1997); David K. 
Shipler, Arab and Jew: Wounded Spirits in a Promised Land y rev. ed. (New York: Pen¬ 
guin, 2002); Bernard Wasserstein, Israelis and Palestinians (New Haven: Yale Univer¬ 
sity Press, 2003); Yoram Hazony, The Jewish State: The Struggle for the Israel's Soul 
(New York: Basic Books, 2001); and Jan Selby, Water, Power, and Politics in the Mid¬ 
dle East: The Other Israeli-Palestinian Conflict (New York and London: I. B. Tauris, 

2003) . In addition to works cited earlier by Gilmour and Rabinovich, books on Is¬ 
rael’s invasion of Lebanon include George Ball, Error and Betrayal in Lebanon: An 
Analysis of Israel's Invasion of Lebanon and the Implications for US-Israeli Relations 
(Washington, DC: Foundation for Middle East Peace, 1984); Ze’ev Schiff and Ehud 
Yaari, Israel's Lebanon War, trans. Ina Friedman (New York: Simon & Schuster, 
1984); and Jonathan C. Randal, Going All the Way: Christian Warlords, Israeli Adven¬ 
turers, and the War in Lebanon (New York: Viking, 1983). The political aftermath is 
extensively discussed in Robert O. Freedman, ed., The Middle East After the Israeli 
Invasion of Lebanon (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 1985). For Israel’s 
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view, see http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/History/lebtoc.html; for a 
Jewish critique, see http://www.doublestandards.org/rosel.html; see also http:// 
www.specialoperations.com/mout/pfg.html, and http://www.mediamonitors.net/ 
timllewellyn3.html on the Sabra and Shatila massacre, 

The raising of womens consciousness has added a major dimension to the study 
of the Middle East. You may start with Geraldine Brooks’s Nine Parts of Desire: The 
Hidden World of Islamic Women (New York: Anchor Books, 1995); then read Leila 
Ahmed’s more scholarly Women and Gender in Islam , cited earlier. Two antholo¬ 
gies are Lois Beck and Nikki Keddie, eds., Women in the Muslim World (Cam¬ 
bridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1978); and Elizabeth Warnock Fernea and 
Basima Qattan Bezirgan, eds., Middle Eastern Muslim Women Speak (Austin: Uni¬ 
versity of Texas Press, 1977). See also Elizabeth Warnock Fernea, ed., Women and 
the Family in the Middle East (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1985); Fatima 
Mernissi, Islam and Democracy: Fear of the Modern World (Reading, MA: Addison- 
Wesley, 1992); and Margaret Meriwether and Judith Tucker, Social History of 
Women and Gender in the Modern Middle East (Boulder: Westview Press, 1999). 
Regarding the Palestinians of this era, see Julie Peteet, Gender in Crisis: Women and 
the Palestinian Resistance Movement (New York: Columbia University Press, 1991). 
The Association for Middle East Women’s Studies Web site is http://www.amews 
.org/. See also, http://www.albany.edu/history/middle-east/society.htm. 


Chapter 20 

The basic book on prewar Iraqi politics is Samir al-Khalil [pseud.], Republic of Fear: 
The Inside Story of Saddam's Iraq , 3rd ed. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1998). Of the many books that appeared on the Gulf War and its immediate after- 
math, we suggest starting with Deborah Amos, Lines in the Sand: Desert Storm and 
the Remaking of the Arab World (New York: Simon 8c Schuster, 1992); Alberto Bin, 
Richard Hill, and Archer Jones, Desert Storm: A Forgotten War (Westport, CT: 
Praeger, 1998); Majid Khadduri and Edmund Ghareeb, War in the Gulf 1990-1991: 
The Iraq-Kuwait Conflict and Its Implications (New York and Oxford: Oxford Univer¬ 
sity Press, 1997); and Triumph Without Victory: The Unreported History of the Persian 
Gulf War (New York: Times Books, 1993). On Kuwait, see two books by Jill Crystal: 
Kuwait (Boulder: Westview Press, 1991), and Oil and Politics in the Gulf: Rulers and 
Merchants in Kuwait and Qatar (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990). The 
PBS Web site on the Gulf War is http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/ffontline/gulf/. 

Books on the first intifada include Samih K. Farsoun, Palestine and the Palestinians 
(Boulder: Westview Press, 1997); Robert Hunter, The Palestinian Uprising: A War by 
Other Means (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991); Don Peretz, Intifada: 
The Palestinian Uprising (Boulder: Westview Press, 1990); and Ze’ev Schiff and Ehud 



524 


Bibliographic Essay 


Yaari, Intifada: The Palestinian Uprising; Israel's Third Front (New York: Simon 8c 
Schuster, 1990). A broader perspective is provided by Glenn Frankel, Beyond the 
Promised Land: Jews and Arabs on the Hard Road to a New Israel (New York: Simon 8c 
Schuster, 1994) and a less sanguine view by Geoffrey Kemp and Jeremy Pressman, 
Point of No Return: The Deadly Struggle for Middle East Peace (Washington, DC: 
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 1997). For an overview, see William B. 
Quandt, Peace Process: American Diplomacy and the Arab-Israeli Conflict Since 1967’, 
rev. ed. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001). Israels view of the intifada is 
on the Web at http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/History/intifada.html. A 
site that is somewhat fairer to the Palestinians is http://www.merip.org/palestine- 
israel_primer/intifada-87-pal-isr-primer.html. For the Oslo Accords, see http://www 
.iap.org/oslo.htm, and http://www.odaction.org/Oslotrouble.html; and for Oslo II 
http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/Peace/interimtoc.html and http://www 
.passia.org/palestine_facts/MAPS/Oslo-2.html. 

On the failure of the Camp David talks, see Bill Clintons My Life (New York: Al¬ 
fred A. Knopf, 2004), and Dennis Ross’s The Missing Peace: The Inside Story of the 
Fight for Middle East Peace (New York: Farrar, Straus 8c Giroux, 2004), which tend to 
blame Yasir Arafat. See also Clayton E. Swisher, The Truth About Camp David: The 
Untold Story of the Collapse of the Middle East Peace Process (New York: Nation 
Books, 2004). A CNN backgrounder before the summit is on the Web at http:// 
www.cnn.com/SPECIALS/2000/campdavid2000/story/overview/. A pro-Israel ac¬ 
count can be found at http://www.cnn.com/SPECIALS/2000/campdavid2000/ 
story/overview/. Articles favoring the Palestinians are at http://www.wrmea.com/ 
html/faq.htm and http://www.nybooks.com/articles/14380. 

On Syria, see Nikelaos van Dam, The Struggle for Power in Syria (London: I. B. 
Tauris, 1996); and Eyal Ziser, Asad's Legacy: Syria in Transition (New York: NYU 
Press, 2001). On Iraq, see Phebe Marr, The Modern History of Iraq, 2nd ed. (Boulder: 
Westview Press, 2004); and Charles Tripp, A History of Iraq, 2nd ed. (New York and 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002). On Lebanon, see Charles Winslow, 
Lebanon: War and Politics in a Fragmented Society (London and New York: Rout- 
ledge, 1996); and on Jordan we recommend Philip Robins, A History of Jordan 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004). Egypt in the 1990s is described by 
Mary Anne Weaver, Portrait of Egypt (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1999); 
Geneive Abdo, No God but God: Egypt and the Triumph of Islam (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2000); and Saad Eddin Ibrahim, Egypt, Islam, and Democracy: 
Twelve Critical Essays, 2nd ed. (Cairo: American University in Cairo Press, 2002). 
The Kurdish problem in Turkey is covered in Henri J. Barkey, Turkey's Kurdish 
Question (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 1998); and Robert Olson, ed., The 
Kurdish National Movement in the 1990s (Lexington: University of Kentucky Press, 
1996). On the Web, see http://www.fas.org/asmp/profiles/turkey_background 
_kurds.htm. Turkey’s oft-postponed admission to the European Union is analyzed 
in Mehmet Ugur, The European Union and Turkey: An Anchor-Credibility Dilemma 
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(Aldershot, UK: Ashgate, 1999). The official EU 2000 report is on the Web at 
http://www.hrw.org/reports/2000/turkey2/. 

Four personal accounts of the Middle East by foreign travelers are Christopher 
De Bellaigne, In the Rose Garden of the Martyrs: A Memoir of Iran (London: 
HarperCollins, 2004); Elizabeth Warnock Fernea and Robert A. Fernea, The Arab 
World: Forty Years of Change (New York: Anchor Books, 1997); Tony Horwitz, 
Baghdad Without a Map (New York: Dutton, 1991); and Tim Mackintosh-Smith, 
Travels in Dictionary Land (London: John Murray, 1997). 


Chapter 21 

Of the textbooks available on Middle East politics, the best are James Bill and 
Robert Springborg, Politics in the Middle East , 5th ed. (New York: Addison-Wesley, 
2000); Raymond Hinnebusch, International Politics of the Middle East (Manches¬ 
ter, UK: Manchester U. Press, 2003); and David E. Long and Bernard Reich, eds., 
The Government and Politics of the Middle East and North Africa, 4th ed. (Boulder: 
Westview Press, 2002). On economics, see Alan Richards and John Waterbury, A 
Political Economy of the Middle East: State, Class, and Economic Development, 2nd 
ed. (Boulder: Westview Press, 1998); and Roger Owen, State, Power, and Politics in 
the Making of the Modern Middle East, 3rd ed. (London and New York: Routledge, 
2004). A collection of essays by leading Middle East scholars at the turn of the mil¬ 
lennium, edited by Robert O. Freedman, is The Middle East Enters the Twenty-first 
Century (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2002). 

Many books have appeared on the terrorist attacks commonly called 9/11, but 
your best point of departure is The 9/11 Commission Report: Final Report of the Na¬ 
tional Commission on Terrorist Attacks upon the United States (New York: W. W. 
Norton, 2004), because it is not only well written and thorough but also has biblio¬ 
graphical sources and is available online at www.9-llcommission.gov/report/ 
91 lReport.pdf. Further works on terrorism include Mitchell Young, ed., The War on 
Terrorism (San Diego: Greenhaven Press, 2003), which is a series of essays arguing for 
and against American policies in the “War on Terror”; and Stephen Zunes, Tinder- 
box: US Middle East Policy and the Roots of Terrorism (Monroe, ME: Common 
Courage Press, 2002), a tightly argued work asserting that US policies have con¬ 
tributed to the rise of the terrorist threat. On Hizballah and its Lebanese context, see 
Judith Palmer Harik, Hezbollah: The Changing Face of Terrorism (London and New 
York: I. B. Tauris, 2004). Numerous other books have been published about the “War 
on Terrorism.” There are many resources on the Web; start with the detailed Naval 
Postgraduate School site: http://library.nps.navy.mil/home/terrorism.htm. 

On the neoconservatives, the genesis of the movement is treated best in John 
Ehrman, The Rise of Neoconservatism: Intellectuals and Foreign Affairs, 1945-1994 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1995). The George W. Bush cabinet is covered 
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in Jim Mann, The Rise of the Vulcans: The History of Bush's War Cabinet (New 
York: Viking, 2004), and in two books by Bob Woodward: Bush at War (New York: 
Simon & Schuster, 2002), and Plan of Attack (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2004). 
The book that probably most influenced Bush’s policymakers was Kenneth M. 
Pollack’s The Threatening Storm: The Case for Invading Iraq (New York: Random 
House, 2002), but they probably did not read his warnings about the need to line 
up the United Nations Security Council, and recently Pollack has denounced 
Bush’s policies. Then read Rashid Khalidi’s Resurrecting Empire: Western Foot¬ 
prints and America's Perilous Path in the Middle East (Boston: Beacon Press, 2004), 
a well-written, cogently argued book describing American tactics in the Middle 
East as a disastrous return to the policies of empire. Complementary to it is Zbig¬ 
niew Brzezinski’s The Choice: Global Domination or Global Leadership (New York: 
Basic Books, 2004), which deals with the world as a whole, but with ample treat¬ 
ment of the Middle East. Two other works in a similar tone are Richard A. Clarke’s 
Against All Enemies: Inside America's War on Terror (New York: Free Press, 2004), 
and Anonymous (Michael Scheuer), Imperial Hubris: Why the West Is Losing the 
War on Terror (Washington, DC: Brassey’s, 2004). See also, http://news.bbc.co.uk/ 
1/hi/world/americas/4034833.stm. Favoring the war policy is Raphael Israeli, The 
Iraq War: Hidden Agendas and Babylonian Intrigue (Brighton, UK, and Portland, 
OR: Sussex Academic Press, 2004). Opposing it is Tareq Ismaeil and William W. 
Haddad, eds., Iraq: The Human Cost of History (London and Sterling, VA: Pluto 
Press, 2004). The worst scandals of the Iraq War concern the American abuse of 
prisoners and detainees. For an official view, see Steven Strasser, ed., The Abu 
Ghraib Investigations: The Official Report of the Independent Panel and Pentagon 
on the Shocking Prisoner Abuse in Iraq (New York: Public Affairs, 2004). Less offi¬ 
cial and more systematic is Mark Danner’s Torture and Truth: America , Abu 
Ghraib , and the War on Terror (New York: New York Review Books, 2004). The 
outstanding critique of the Iraq War is Seymour M. Hersh, Chain of Command: 
The Road from 9/11 to Abu Ghraib (New York: HarperCollins, 2004). A technical 
analysis of the early fighting is Anthony Cordesman’s The Iraq War: Strategy Tac¬ 
tics , and Military Lessons (Westport, CT: Praeger, 2003). A course at the University 
of Michigan has assembled a useful Web site for the war: http://www.lib.umich 
.edu/govdocs/iraqwar/html. Presidents Clinton and Bush exaggerated Iraq’s 
WMDs, according to information at http://www.motherjones.com/news/ 
update/2004/02/02_402.html, but see also the CIA Web site: http://www.cia.gov/ 
terrorism/. A graphic presentation of the war’s costs, updated frequently is at 
http://www.ips-dc.org/iraq/failedtransition/transition.pdf. 

Books abound on the recent conflict between Israel and the Palestinians. For Is¬ 
rael’s side, start with Itamar Rabinovich, Waging Peace: Israel and the Arabs , 
1948-2003 , updated and revised (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2003), 
which complements various books cited earlier in this essay. Then see Ephraim 
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Karsh , Arafat's War: The Man and His Battle for Israeli Conquest (New York: Grove 
Press, 2003), which is predictably hostile to the late PLO leader. Critical of Israel 
are Edward Abboud, Invisible Enemy: Israel, Politics, Media, and American Culture 
(Reston, VA: Vox Publishing, 2001), which argues strongly that Israel is not an ally 
acting in the American national interest, and a leading Israeli academic, Tanya 
Reinhart, Israel/Palestine: How to End the War of 1948 (New York: Seven Stories 
Press, 2002), who describes Israel’s policies as fatally flawed. Similar in its argu¬ 
ments, but much more iconoclastic in its tone, is Richard Ben Cramer, How Israel 
Lost: The Four Questions (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2004). A symptom of the 
fragmentation of Israeli society is the growing reluctance of its soldiers to serve in 
the occupied areas. See Ronit Chacham, Breaking Ranks: Refusing to Serve in the 
West Bank and the Gaza Strip (New York: Other Press, 2003). Jan Selby, Water, 
Power, and Politics in the Middle East: The Other Israeli-Palestinian Conflict (New 
York: I. B. Tauris, 2003) shows how water figures in the power struggle. See also a 
collection of Edward W. Said’s essays, published posthumously, From Oslo to Iraq 
and the Road Map (New York: Pantheon Books, 2004). We strongly recommend 
Bernard Wasserstein, Israelis and Palestinians: Why Do They Fight? Can They Stop? 
2nd ed. (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2004). Generally sympa¬ 
thetic to Israel, but conscious of its cultural divisions, is Donna Rosenthal’s The 
Israelis: Ordinary People in an Extraordinary Land (New York: Perennial, 2003). 
An oft-updated account of Israel’s struggle with the Palestinians can be found on¬ 
line at http://www.mideastweb.org/briefhistory.htm. A pro-Palestinian Web site, 
http://www.merip.org/palestine-israel_primer/toc-pal-isr-primer.html, is up¬ 
dated frequently, too. A Palestinian Web site is http://www.alaqsaintifada.org/. For 
Israel’s account of the uprising, see http://www.palestinefacts.org/pf_1991to 
_now_alaqsa_start.php. On President Mahmud Abbas, see http://www.jewish 
virtuallibrary.org/jsource/biography/Abbas.html or the many listings at http:// 
student.cs.ucc.ie/csl064/jabowen/IPSC/php/authors.php?auid=366. 

Recent books on political Islam include Akbar Ahmed, Islam Today: A Short In¬ 
troduction to the Muslim World (London and New York: I. B. Tauris, 2001); Ray¬ 
mond William Baker, Islam Without Fear: Egypt and the New Islamists (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 2003); Lawrence Davidson, Islamic Fundamental¬ 
ism: An Introduction (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 2003); Noah Feldman, After 
Jihad: America and the Struggle for Islamic Democracy (New York: Farrar, Straus 
and Giroux, 2003); Gilles Keppel, Jihad: The Trail of Political Islam (Cambridge, 
MA: Belknap Press, 2002); Bruce B. Lawrence, Shattering the Myth: Islam Beyond 
Violence, 3rd ed. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000); John Miller and 
Aaron Kenedi, eds., Inside Islam: The Faith of the People and the Conflicts of the 
World's Fastest-Growing Religion (New York: Marlowe, 2002). The British Library 
has a bibliography on the Web at http://www.bl.uk/collections/social/rdp-islf.html. 
Translated Muslim writings appear in John Esposito and John Voll, eds., Makers of 
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Contemporary Islam (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2001); and 
Charles Kurzman, ed., Liberal Islam: A Sourcebook (Oxford and New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1998). 


Feel free to write to Westview Press, 5500 Central Avenue, Boulder, CO 80301; or 
to Lawrence Davidson, c/o Department of History, West Chester University, West 
Chester, PA 19383; or Arthur Goldschmidt, 108 Weaver Building, Penn State Uni¬ 
versity, University Park, PA 16802-5500, to suggest future additions, corrections, 
or deletions for this bibliographic essay. 
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TABLE A.l Basic Statistics for Middle Eastern Countries 


Religion 

Population Sn=Sunni 


Name of 
Country 

Land Area 
(sq. mi./km 2 ) 

(mid-2004 

estimate) 

Languages 

Spoken 

Sh=ShFi 

Ch=Chr’n 

Bahrain 

240/665 

677,886 

Arabic 

56% Sh 




Persian 

37% Sn 





7% Ch 

Cyprus 

3,572/9,250 

775,927 

Greek 

78% Ch 




Turkish 

18% Sn 

Egypt 1 

386,900/1,001,450 

76,117,421 

Arabic 

94% Sn 





6% Ch 

Iran 

636,293/1,648,000 

67,503,205 

Persian 

95% Sh 




Azeri 

4% Sn 




Kurdish 

1% Ch 

Iraq 

167,920/437,072 

25,374,691 

Arabic 

60% Sh 




Kurdish 

37% Sn 




Turkish 

3% Ch 

Israel 2 

8,020/20,770 

6,199,006 

Hebrew 

82% Jewish 




Arabic 

14% Sn 





2% Ch 

Jordan 3 

34,573/92,300 

5,611,202 

Arabic 

92% Sn 





6% Ch 

Kuwait 

6,880/17,820 

2,257,549 

Arabic 

50% Sn 





30% Sh 





6% Ch 

Lebanon 

4,015/10,400 

3,777,218 

Arabic 

38% Ch 




French 

32% Sh 





21% Sn 





7% Druze 

Libya 

679,536/1,759,540 

5,631,585 

Arabic 

97% Sn 

Oman 

82,030/212,460 

2,903,165 

Arabic 

64% Ibadi 


22% Sn 
13% Hindu 


(continues) 
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(continued) 

Name of 
Country 

Land Area 
(sq. mi./km 1 2 3 ) 

Population 

(mid-2004 

estimate) 

Languages 

Spoken 

Religion 

Sn=Sunni 

Sh=Shi’i 

Ch=Chr’n 

Qatar 

4,468/11,437 

840,290 

Arabic 

92% Sn 

Saudi Arabia 

865,000/1,960,582 

25,795,938 

Arabic 

4% Ch 

2% Hindu 

95% Sn 

Sudan 

967,491/2,505,810 

39,148,162 

Arabic 

5% Sh 

70% Sn 

Syria 

71,498/185,180 

18,016,874 

various 

languages 

Arabic 

20% Animist 

5% Ch 

70% Sn 

Turkey 

300,947/780,580 

68,893,918 

Turkish 

15% Ch 

12% Alawi 

3% Druze 

99% Sn8cSh 4 

United Arab 

32,375/82,880 

2,523,915 

Kurdish 

Arabic 

78% Sn 

Emirates 

Yemen 

203,850/527,970 

20,024,867 

Persian 

Arabic 

18% Sh 

4% Ch 

99% Sn&Sh 


1 . Area figures and population for Egypt exclude the Gaza Strip, whose estimated popu¬ 
lation in 2004 was 1,324,991 in a land area of 139 sq. mi./360 km 2 . 

2. Area figures and populations for Israel and Syria are based on their boundaries as of 4 
June 1967. 

3. Area figures and population for Jordan exclude the West Bank, whose estimated pop¬ 
ulation in 2000 was 2,311,204 in a land area of 2,263 sq. mi./5,860 km 2 . 

4. Turkey and Yemen do not enumerate Sunni and Shi’i Muslims separately. 
source: 2005 Time Almanac (Boston: Information Please, 2004). 
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TABLE A.2 How Many Palestinians? 


Jordan 

2,598,104 

Lebanon 

387,766 

Syria 

394,695 

Egypt 

57,500 

Saudi Arabia & Gulf 

287,499 

Kuwait 8c other Gulf 

151,959 

Other Arab countries 

113,358 

Israel (pre-1967 borders) 

1,012,741 

West Bank 

2,311,204 

Gaza Strip 

1,324,991 

Other countries 

511,355 

Total Inside Historic Palestine 

4,311,692 

Total Outside Historic Palestine 

4,502,236 

Palestinian Population worldwide 

8,813,928 


sources: Al-Jazeera website; CIA Fact Books 
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